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Prologue 


President Nasser’s sudden death in September 1970 at 
the age of fifty-two had an international impact the 
scale of which reflected both his own political stature 
and the critical state of affairs in the Middle East and 
the Arab world, which he had dominated for eighteen 
years. 

The aim of this book is to give a coherent account of 
Nasser’s life and career for the general reader and to 
describe the historical circumstances which helped to 
form his political character and ideas. It will also try to 
distinguish what, if anything, was his own distinctive 
contribution to political thought or practice. Because it 
deals with such recent history, it obviously cannot be 
more than an interim study. 


In January when N .ssei had just entered his fiftieth year 
and had already been ruling Egypt for thirteen years, I went to 
see him in Cairo. It was my third meeting with him, the previous 
occasions being in (? saw him for the last time in 

July 1969, the year before he died). Like the earlier meetings this 
one took place at his house at Manshiet el Bakr on the outskirts 
of the Egyptian capital, an expanded version of the suburban villa 
he occupied as a lieutenant-colonel. He received me without fussin 
the small formal drawing room where he usually saw journalists. 
Its Louis XV-type furniture and chandeliers - conventional 
official style and the norm of aspiring Egyptian bourgeois taste - 
and signed photographs of other statesmen, with Nehru and Tito 
in pride of place, were described in many newspaper interviews. 

As usual, Nasser gave the impression of self-contained energy 
and considerable stature, not only in physique but also in per- 
sonality. His tall, heavy body with its deep chest and wide 
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shoulders was thickening with middle-age but not ponderously so. 
His black crinkly hair was greying slightly at the temples.. His 
habit of crouching in his seat and pushing his head well forward 
from his powerful neck gave an extra thrust to his broad jutting 
jaw. His large, pale and dark-rimmed brown eyes stared widely 
open, cool and curious, observant rathpr than penetrating, and 
with a hint of melancholy and irony. He was courteous but 
reserved, listened intently to questions and answered succinctly. 
He had the switch-on-and-off attention of the busy leader, con- 
serving his energies and caring less than in previous years about 
charming his listener, hardened to the buffets of hostile opinion 
and absorbed with an endless round of practical business. He 
seemed more relaxed, more subdued and more formidable. 

My mind went back to our first meeting in 1955. Then he 
received me in a white, open-necked shirt and sandals, in his 
study. The table by his desk was piled high with foreign news- 
papers and magazines. Reading them was always a habit with 
him, a hobby, almost an obsession. On top of the pile was the 
British New Statesman. He had been working until three that 
morning but seemed fresh and eager to talk. He usually worted 
long hours, in intense bursts of energy and then, nearing exhaus- 
tion, would break off and relax completely. 

In the meeting we talked for an hour or so, together with 
the editor of the Cairo newspaper Al Ahram, Mohammed 
Hassanein Heykal, his close friend and confidant. The main 
subject of my questions at that time was the situation in South 
Arabia, Aden and the Yemen, which had once more envenomed 
Anglo-Egyptian relations. But when I asked him what was his 
most pressing problem of the moment he replied al once: ‘The 
fact that another 175,000 people will be born in this country this 
month and have to be fed.’ The Arab dispute with Israel was 
touched on only briefly: it did not at that time appear to cause 
Nasser much concern. Either my impression was false or he was 
mistaken. 

Five months later, on the evening of 9 June in a broad- 
cast from Cairo to the Egyptian people, Nasser announced his 
decision to resign from all his official and political functions. He 
was ready, he said, to assume ‘entire responsibility’ for the 
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disastrous defeat (which he called ‘the setback*) that Egypt's 
armed forces had just suffered at the hands of Israel. But by the 
next day, Nasser produced one of those dramatic turn-abouts, 
such as his overthrow of General Neguib in , that marked 
his career. He was re-established in power by a wave of deep and 
spontaneous mass emotion that produced popular demonstra- 
tions not only throughout Egypt but over most of the Arab 
world. Just over three years later, as this book was being com- 
pleted, he died but Egypt and Israel were not yet at peace. 

Nasser, who had a sense of humour, might have been wrily 
amused at the fulsomeness of some of the tributes paid to him 
after his death, especially in Western countries. For in his life- 
time, as he himself knew, he was a man who evoked strong and 
conflicting feelings. Attitudes towards him varied between eulogy 
and execration. To some he was a nationalist hero: to others he 
was an inflated, war-mongering dictator. 

While Nasser was first of all himself, a complex and perhaps 
tragic human being with a subtle political mind, he was deeply 
influenced by the historical and cultural framework within which 
he operated. An Egyptian, a Muslim and a self-proclaimed Arab, 
he was also essentially a revolutionary of the Third World. He 
was a product and animator of the same anti-colonial and anti- 
imperialist revolution that produced Nehru and Mao Tse-tung, 
Sukarno and Nkrumah, Castro and Ho Chi Minh. 

To be born an Egyptian is to bt the heir to sixty centuries of 
glory and of pain. To he a Muslim in the twentieth century is to 
be a member of a still living faith and of a society which is passing 
thrcjghadeep spiritual crisis. To consider oneself an Arab is tofeel 
part of a world civilization, like that of China or India, which 
is struggling to reassert its identity and restore a legendary unity 
and vigour. To grow up a man of sp! v t and ambition in an Afro- 
Asian country in the first half of this century was to suffer from 
the humiliation of poverty, backwardness and political depend-' 
ence and to experience an irresistible urge to try to overcome it. 

The convulsions caused by the Afro-Asian anti-imperialist 
revolution have been severe and prolonged in the Middle East 
because they coincided there with two other powerful conflicts: the 
confrontation of the United States and Russia in strategically 
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important areas where European empires once dominated and a 
unique and tragic clash between two re-emerging cultures, the 
Arab and the Jewish national revivals. In the Middle East since 
the Second World War a dozen new Arab nations and Israel have 
emerged as independent states. Their relations with one another, 
and with the Great Powers competing fdr influence among them, 
have produced a succession of international crises and continuous 
minor upheavals which have filled the newspaper headlines. With- 
in these new states there have also been more fundamental social 
and economic changes which have been rarely or only per- 
functorily reported. 

These often violent developments have taken place against a 
background broader in space and time than the modern Middle 
East. They have been part of the tense interaction which began at 
the end of the eighteenth century between Western military 
power and industrial society on the one hand and the anqent but 
technically underdeveloped civilizations of Islam and the Afro- 
Asian world on the other. Because of thd r geographical position 
linking Europe, Asia and Africa and their close historical 'did 
cultural ties with Europe, the Middle East countries have been 
deeply and continuously involved in this process. Egypt above all 
was early and profoundly affected. 

Egypt’s evolution has been important to others besides her- 
self, because she is the centre of Muslim orthodoxy, the largest 
Arabic-speaking country and an influence in Africa. Her modern 
history is a classic example of the virtues and vices of Western 
military and economic imperialism. 


As an Egyptian, Nasser was a citizen of the oldest continuously 
organized and unified state in the world. He was the latest in a 
line of rulers which included many great names and stretched back 
to the first Pharaohs 3,500 years before the Christian era. 
Among the inhuman miseries in which many Egyptians have 

jt’t amazing 
Egyptian Old 
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To us it has left the imposing line of temples, tombs and pyramids, 
stretching for many miles along the margin of the western desert, the 
most eloquent witnesses of the fine intelligence and titanic energies of 
the men who made the Old Kingdom what it was; not alone in achiev- 
ing these wonders of mechanics and internal organization, but building 
the earliest known sea-going ships and exploring unknown waters or 
pushing their commercial enterprises far up the Nile into inner Africa. 
In plastic art they had reached the highest achievement; in architecture 
their tireless genius had created the column and originated the colon- 
nade; in government they had elaborated an enlightened and highly 
developed state, with a large body of law; in religion they were already 
dimly conscious of a judgment in the hereafter, and they were thus the 
first men whose ethical intuitions made happiness in the future life 
dependent upon character. Everywhere their unspent energies unfolded 
in a rich and manifold culture which left the world such a priceless 
heritage as no nation had yel bequeathed it. 1 

Nasser war. the first native ruler of an independent Egypt since 
the Persian invaders destroyed the twenty-sixth and last Pharaonic 
dynasty in 525 b.c. In the intervening twenty-five centuries 
Nasser’s predecessors were Persians, Macedonian Greeks, 
Romans, Byzantines, Arabs, Turks, Mamelukes (slave soldiers, 
usually Circassian), French, Turco-Albanian and British. Little 
that influences modern E'vpt's culture or political thought has 
survived directly from the Greco-Roman period. Nor, except for 
the traditions of the three-million-sTong Coptic minority, have 
Egypt’s centuries of Christianity !^ft much mark. But from 
Pharaonic times there has persisted a necessary tradition of a 
strongly organized central government and bureaucracy capable 
of ensuring the maintenance of the Nile irrigation works without 
which Egypt could not live. The compactness of the long narrow 
Nile valley and its isolation from the outside world by deserts 
and seas make rebellion difficult to sustain and thus facilitated 
the autocratic rule of a unified country. It also made it easy for 
foreign conquerors to dominate the whole country once they had 
broken through its natural frontiers. 

The conquerors who left the most lasting imprint were the 
proselytizing Muslim Arabs of the seventh century. They brought 
not only the Islamic religion and Arabic language, which have 
been the dominant elements in Egyptian culture ever since, but 
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also a political philosophy and social system which held un- 
challenged sway as an ideal, if not always applied in practice, 
until Napoleon violently threw open the gates of Egypt to Euro- 
pean civilization at the end of the eighteenth century. Napoleon 
and his train of French scholars found an Egypt impoverished, 
debased and enslaved by five centurie^ of Mameluke rule. The 
Mamelukes, a military slave caste who seized power from their 
masters and themselves later acknowledged Turkish suzerainty, 
had followed the glittering medieval Arab empires of Saladin and 
the Fatimids. These empires had represented the high noon of 
Islamic civilization in Egypt when Cairo became not only the 
chief Egyptian city but also a great imperial capital casting, like 
Constantinople or Vienna, a glow far beyond its immediate 
national frontiers. Cairo has never entirely lost this imperial 
character. Even today if one stands, for example, on the roof of 
the ninth-century Ibn Tulun mosque, lifts one’s eyes from the 
silent, massive cloisters below to the surrounding minarets, 
palaces and towers and looks across the vast, murmuring city to 
the Gizeh pyramids as solid as geometry on the desert horizon, 
this sense of past empire is almost palpable. 


Napoleon’s arrival brought to Egypt both an awakening and a 
resistance to the Western world. For his expedition was not an 
altruistic civilizing mission but an act of conquest: it marked the 
recognition by a European military genius of Egypt’s strategic 
importance in the unfolding pattern of European empire in India 
and the Far East. From Napoleon onwards Egypt was preoccu- 
pied with what is still her central dilemma and the dilemma of 
most of the ‘Third World* of Asian and African countries. They 
all have to determine how to modernize their societies without 
losing either their political independence or their own cultural 
character. They have to find means of benefiting from Western 
scientific and industrial civilization without being disrupted, 
swamped or ruled by it. 

During the nineteenth century and the beginning of the twen- 
tieth, Muslim Egypt’s reaction to the increasing impact of 
Western ideas, produced three different schools of thought. Be- 
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tween those who would swallow European civilization whole and 
those who recoiled into a lost golden age of medieval Islam, the 
third school believed it must be possible to reform the social 
practices of Islam, so that the benefits of European civilization 
could be adopted while preserving Muslim moral and ethical 
principles. The middle way was developed most influentially by 
Sheikh Mohammed Abdu who began as one of the disciples of 
the pan-Islamic revolutionary, Jamal ed-din al Afghani, and 
became ‘the most important thinker produced by modern 
Egypt'. 2 The thought of Mohammed Abdu was the spiritual 
source of the mainstream of Egyptian nationalism, which flowed 
from the unsuccessful revolt against the Khedive and his Euro- 
pean advisers led by Colonel Arabi in 1881-2 (though Abdu 
disapproved of Arabi's action) through the partially successful 
campaigns of the Wafd, Egypt's main modern nationalist party, 
between the two world wars, and eventually to the army revolu- 
tion of onwards led by Nasser. 

In inis part of Nasser’s intellectual and political heritage as an 
Egyptian and Muslim leader, the Islamic elements were matters 
both of principle and of tone. Mohammed Abdu and his followers 
had specially singled out from the mass of traditional customs 
and beliefs which formed 'he surface of Islam, the ideal of social 
responsibility, of the just ruler in tune with the moral consensus 
of the community. The tone of their ideas was egalitarian and 
puritan, but tolerant and pragmatic. 

The two ideals of national freedom and social reform or 
modernization which the impact of Westernism had inspired did 
not always go easily hand in hand. The technical modernization 
of Egypt had begun under Mohammed Ah. An Albanian soldier- 
adventurer who stood only for the independence of his personal 
fief from his nominal overlord, the 7 urkish Sultan, he was, for 
the Egyptians, a foreign ruler. The frantic and extravagant attempt 
of the Khedive Ismail to accelerate the modernization of Egypt 
led to the reimpos<tion of foreign control, this time not from 
Constantinople but from Egypt’s European creditors acting 
through Britain. It was the British army, sent by Gladstone, 
which intervened to crush the revolt led by Arabi against the 
Khedive and his European supervisors. 
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The failure of the Arabi revolt and the unexpectedly prolonged 
British occupation of Egypt to which it led, switched the emphasis 
in the Egyptian national movement back for a time to moderniza- 
tion rather than freedom. But beneath the surface the national 
revolution was gathering strength for a new outbreak. 

New revolutionary national forces were also emerging in other 
Muslim countries and in other parts of the East. The Young 
Turks had seized control of the Ottoman empire; in Iran 
another old empire faced the challenge of constitutional reform; 
in China the most ancient empire of all had been overthrown by 
revolution; while Japan had shown in her w'ar with Russia that 
an Eastern country could learn the secrets of European power 
well enough to defeat a great European state. 

All these trends at home and abroad were accelerated by the 
First World War. In Egypt there were some specific material 
reasons (conscription, requisitioning and the rising cost of living) 
for discontent. Above all. the war created a new political climate. 
It speeded up the collapse of empires and the reawakening of the 
East. The fearful mass slaughter by Europeans of each other and 
the destruction of the Austro-Hungarian and Russian empires 
showed that European civilization, so long regarded as a paragon 
of wisdom and power, was also capable of the utmost cruelty, 
folly and weakness. But the advent in the world arena of the 
United States and the Wilsonian philosophy of national self- 
determination seemed to bring a new hope of sanity and freedom. 
Britain and France had already promised independence to the 
Arabs in revolt against the Turks and foreshadowed the creation 
of new Balkan states. By the end of the war the Middle East was 
thick with promises - some of them conflicting and laden with 
future tragedy, such as the promise in the Balfour Declaration of 
1917 to the Zionists of a Jewish National Home in Palestine and 
the pledges to the Arabs which were reconcilable only by the 
most subtle diplomatic casuistry. It soon became clear that in 
other ways, too, the promises were not quite what they seemed. 
France and Britain were discovering new political formulae for 
extending their empires. The imperial compromise of the age was 
to be a system of shadow empire: mandates, treaties, protector- 
ates, instead of outright colonies or imperial dependencies. 
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But the treatment of Egypt was at first in sharp contrast with 
that of the rest of the Middle East. While others were at least 
promised independence, Egypt’s political status became more 
primitively subservient. The Khedive had been brusquely dis- 
missed and replaced, and Egypt became a British Protectorate 
in name as well as fact. Her spokesmen, whether official or un- 
official, were denied the right to present her case to the Versailles 
Peace Conference or even to the British government in London. 

This political disillusion and social and economic discontent 
produced a ferment which needed only a leader to give it revo- 
lutionary force. The leader who arose was Saad Zaghloul Pasha, 
founder of the Wafd, the great national party of pre-Nasserite 
Egypt, the equivalent of the Indian National Congress, He was 
in 1918 a fifty-eight-ycar-old former judge and minister. After im- 
prisonment in his youth as an Arabi supporter, he had for long 
been a moderate reformer, a disciple of Abdu and a protege of 
the great British pro-consul. Lord Cromer. Zaghloul led the post- 
war movement to obtain recognition of Egypt's claims to national 
independence. The British rejection of these claims led to the 
explosion in 1919 of a revolution in Egypt - a resumption of 
Arabi’s national revolt - which continued sporadically until, after 
Nasser's coup in 1952, p 1 tional independence from Britain was 
finally completed in 1956. 


The 1919 revolution was a purely Egyptian affair, but it was a 
symptom of the state of the whole Muslim world and coincided 
with a wider national movement in other Arab countries. 
‘Arabism’, the sense of Arab cultural unity and the political 
consequences that flow from it, has never been a negligible part 
of Egypt’s national consciousness, though it has become an active 
element of her national policy only in recent years. Apart from 
Egypt's use of the Arabic language, there is the Arab tradition 
interwoven with the history of Islam, since Arabic is the language 
of the Koran and of the Prophet and the Arabs were the instru- 
ments for the spread of Islam. The medieval Arab empires briefly 
centred in Cairo, under the Fatimids and the great Saladin, have 
left the legend not only of the final repulse of the Crusades but 
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also the visible monuments of the second Golden Age of Egypt’s 
history after the Pharoahs and before the dark centuries of the 
Mamelukes. 

Mohammed Ali’s campaigns in Syria and Arabia in the early 
nineteenth century might be claimed as showing some recogni- 
tion of a nascent Arab nationalism and &f its possible importance 
to Egypt. Soon afterwards an Arab cultural revival began with a 
link between its two main centres of Beirut and Cairo. But it was 
only in the early twentieth century that this movement began 
to crystallize into an assertion of Arab nationhood and a demand 
for political independence. 

Arab nationalism in its modern form first emerged as an anti- 
Turkish movement of the Asian Arab provinces of the Ottoman 
empire. Its first aim was an independent Arab state built round 
historical Syria (which included not only present-day Syria but 
also what became known as Palestine, Lebanon and Trans- 
jordan) together with Iraq and the Hejaz. The inner deserts of 
Arabia were to be left, as they had always been, to their local 
sultans and Bedouin chieftains. The idea of a wider Arab unity, 
embracing all the Arab-speaking countries including Egypt and 
North Africa, which Nasser came to symbolize, was a later 
development. 

Despite their cultural links, the Egyptian and Arab national 
movements remained at first politically distinct. It was not until 
the 1930s, with the growth of the Arab-Jewish conflict in Palestine 
and the Italian colonial repression in Libya, that Egyptian 
nationalists or Egyptian government policy began to take a closer 
interest in Arab affairs. It was not for another ten years, during 
the last years of the Second World War, when more Arab states 
had attained independence, that Egypt began to think of herself 
seriously as politically part of a larger Arab grouping. 


The First World War brought European domination of the Arab 
and Muslim worlds to its highest point. Paradoxically it also 
marked the beginning of the breakdown of European imperialism. 
With the collapse of the Ottoman empire, the chief bastion of 
Islam, since the fall of the Moguls in India, European control was 
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extended over Muslim countries from Morocco to Indonesia. At 
first it seemed as if only Kemalist Turkey in a desperate rally, 
Reza Shah in Iran, and Ibn Saud sallying out of the Arabian 
desert were able to stem this spreading European tide. But it was 
an illusion. The seeds of decay of this vast European empire were 
already germinating, planted not only by a greedy overstretching 
of European Powers weakened by the world war, but also by 
Europe’s virtues, the spread of ideas and knowledge which were 
the basis of its ephemerally superior power. The Egyptian revolu- 
tion of 1919 was something of a harbinger and a model for the 
anti-colonial revolution that was eventually to sweep through 
India, Burma, Ceylon, Indonesia, Indochina and later Africa. 

Nasser’s own life and political career thus spanned years of 
tremendous revolutionary change in his own country, in the 
Middle East and the world as a whole. The Egypt into which he 
was born was on the eve of a national explosion which within a 
year or two forced from the British at least a nominal recogni- 
tion of Egyptian statehood But it was not until thirty-eight years 
later that the last British troops withdrew from Egypt and Nasser 
became president of a country which Egyptians felt for the first 
time to be really independent. This was, of course, not the solu- 
tion of Egypt’s other pressing problems of poverty and political 
and social progress, or even of her external problems. It was only 
the beginning of an opportunity for her to try to solve them in 
her own way. 




Part One 


The Egyptian Revolution 




Chapter 1 

A Troubled Youth, 1918-36 

Gamal Abdul Nasser* was bom on 15 January 1918 in Alexand- 
ria, Egypt’s second city, chief port and commercial centre, where 
his father worked as a post office clerk. He was the first child of a 
family which was eventually to number eleven children (ten of 
them sons) from two successive wives. 

For most of his life Nasser lived and was educated in big 
cities, Alexandria and Cairo, but his family was from the country 
and, like many Egyptian town families, maintained close rural 
connexions. He lived for some years until he was eight in a small 
township in the Nile Delta, and spent holidays in his father’s 
native village in Upper Egypt. His father, Abdul Nasser Hussein, 
had been born thirty years before into a modest but, by Egyptian 
rural standards, comparatively well-off peasant (fellah) family in 
the village of Beni Murr, near the west bank of the Nile, some 
three miles from the large town of Assiut. 

From Alexandria to Beni Murr is a distance of some 500 miles 
down the Nile Vailey, that long green streak between vast ex- 
panses of naked brown desert and rock that is the miraculous 
human heart of Egypt. After the agricultural slum of the Delta 
with Cairo and its pyramids, imperial minarets and factory 
chimneys at its apex, the train rolls slowly for 250 miles down to 
Assiut through the narrow valley, betw een the Nile itself and the 
Ismail Pasha Canal, the longest canal in the world. The landscape 
rarely changes but is full of movement and utc. In Egypt ‘man 
saturates Nature’* as nowhere else in the world. Across the flat 
valley stretches a patchwork of closely cultivated small fields, like 
market garden allotments, interspersed with palm trees, thick 
plantations of sharp green sugar cane or tall rustling maize. 
Villages of brown mud houses lie as close as single farmsteads in 
a European landscape and many of them crowd the population 
of a small market town into an area less than that of an English 
hamlet. 

Brown-skinned peasants in the dull grey or blue gallebyah or 
•‘Abdul Nasser' means ‘servant of the victorious one*. 
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robe are bait laboriously over mattock or hoe in the fierce sun 
or rest in the shade squatting on their heels. Sometimes on one 
side of the valley a long range of granite cliffs or low crumbling 
sandstone hills and on the other, beyond the green, a clean edge 
of desert sand. 

The landscape begins to vary slightly as you travel farther 
south. There are more rich orchards and orange groves and along 
the raised canal bank a classic frieze of Egyptian country life. 
Turbanned men and black-robed women pass briskly on donkeys. 
Camels, with only their necks peering forward wildly out of great 
bundles of dried sugar cane stalks on their backs, lurch along like 
huge thatched tortoises. Boys with shepherds’ pipes and flocks of 
sheep and goats step in single file delicately and nimbly along the 
canal and river banks, and the strange and precious gamoose or 
water buffalo, grey and hairless like a giant wood louse, lifts it 
obstinate head. The evening is magical: calm silver canal, dark 
trees and people, deep pearl and pink haze on the horizon. 

Apart from its fresh water, electricity pylons and telephone, 
and the nearby primary school and social welfare centre serving 
the district as a whole, Beni Murr probably does not look much 
different today from what it did when Nasser spent holidays there 
as a child. The rough road approaching it runs beside a small 
canal, through palm groves, and past high fences of brown dried 
maize stalks. The unpaved dusty streets, full of children flaying, 
twist between large two-storey houses of reddish mudbrick with 
tall carved wooden doors. At the beginning of the century some 
2,000 people lived there, but today its population is about 6,000, 
including some Coptic Christians as well as the Muslim majority, 
who have to support themselves off little more than 2,000 acres 
of land. 

According to local tradition the village got its name from the 
Beni Murr tribe which came from Hejaz in Arabia and settled 
there, presumably during the Arab conquest of Egypt in the 
seventh century. The old tribal motto is said to be ‘We never 
attack unless attacked’. But Nasser’s family, one of the big 
family groups or clans which traditionally dominate Egyptian 
villages, each long-established in its own quarto:, came to Beni 
Murr about 200 years ago. Nasser’s grandfather, Hussein Khalil, 
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was a lusty peasant who lived to be 107, married his third wife 
when he was sixty-five and had his third child by her when he 
was ninety. This uncle of Nasser’s, Taha Hussein, a gentle, 
handsome man, probably younger than was Nasser himself, still 
works as a farmer in Beni Murr, as does another older uncle, 
Atiah. They each own about seven acres. Nasser’s father (who 
died in 1968) was one of seven children, six sons and a daughter. 
He was bom in 1888 and after a year learning to read and write 
at the new Koranic school in the village, set up in a room next 
door to the mosque* provided by the private initiative of the 
village families, he was sent at the age of thirteen to a Coptic 
school in nearby Assiut. The pressure on increasingly scarce land 
meant that even families like Nasser's with more than average 
land holdings, had to find jobs elsewhere for some of their sons. 
To become a government official or a religious teacher were the 
most prized ways to both economic security and higher status, in 
a traditionally bureaucratic and theocratic society. Armed with a 
‘diploma', the precious certificate of elementary studies, Abdul 
Nasser Hussein was able to secure a job in the postal sendee. At 
the outbreak of the First World W’ar he was sent to Alexandria 
to be sub-postmaster in a r* burban district. It was a lucky first 
assignment. The big, cosmopolitan city was full of novelty and 
excitement for a young man, but it wa* also the home of relatives 
from Upper Egypt who could provide some security and a sense 
of continuity. Throughout the nineteenth century, as it grew from 
an almost derelict township of 8,000 to a flourishing modem city 
of half a million, Alexandria's expanding industries and business 
activities had attracted not only thousands of European and 
Levantine merchants who dominated its commerce and trade, but 
also a stream of migrant workers from the Egyptian peasantiy, 
including a substantial community from Upper Egypt. 

It was from among this community that Nasser’s father found 
a wife. He was married in 1917 to the daughter of a successful 
contractor and coal merchant, Mohammed Hammad, originally 
from Mellawi in the Upper Egyptian province of Miniah, and a 
family friend. Nasser's mother, who seems to have had a stronger 
influence on him than his father, perhaps transmitted to him 
some of her family’s shrewd business acumen. Brought up in 
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Alexandria, she may have had a more lively and sophisticated 
personality than his village-bred father. The Upper Egyptians or 
Saidis, as their compatriots call them, have a reputation for 
manliness, hard work, shrewdness and ^ stubborn down-to-earth 
quality which has caused them to be described as the Yorkshire- 
men or Texans of Egypt. Perhaps a more apt comparison might 
be with Sicilians, for the Saidis are also distinguished by a 
Southern warmth and by their pride and puritanical concern for 
personal honour, especially in respect of their women, which lead 
them easily into vendettas and crimes of passion. Their poverty 
is extreme, their hospitality prodigal and their religion intense. 
Strong feelings lie beneath the austere and dignified demeanour 
expected of a Saidi man. In business and family affairs the Saidis 
display a Mafia-like solidarity. Bandits, too, had their place in 
the life of the countryside and often provided the bravos of great 
local land-owners. A modern Egyptian writer has given a vivid 
description of the harsh feudal village life and uncompromising 
moral code of Upper Egypt where ‘women who spent the day 
among the high maize stalks are found in the- evening with their 
bellies slit open’. 2 These traditions of pride and revenge com- 
bined with the war-time grievances of the peasantry and the 
political emotions of the middle classes to produce the occasional 
savagery of the peasant risings in the revolution that broke upon 
Egypt in 1919 and simmered and erupted at intervals throughout 
Nasser’s childhood and youth. 

The Egypt into which Nasser was bom was still a British Pro- 
tectorate. All real power was in the hands of the British army and 
of the British government’s representative, the High Commis- 
sioner. British officers commanded the Egyptian army and police; 
British officials controlled all key government departments either 
directly or indirectly as ‘advisers’. Their number and powers had 
increased rather than decreased since Cromer’s time. Below the 
British came the nominal ruler of Egypt, the Khedive or Sultan, 
at this time Fuad, great-grandson of the great Mohammed Ali. 
He had been brought up in Italy, lived in Geneva and Vienna and 
spoke Italian and French more easily than either Arabic or 
English. Plump and dignified - he would get up at 5 a.m. to do 
exexcises to keep his figure 3 - his discreet pursuit of good works, 
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such as the founding of the new Egyptian University and the 
patronage of the war-time Red Cross, had concealed an authori- 
tarian political ambition until he was chosen for the throne by 
the British in 1917. 

Around and below the Sultan, social and economic, if not 
political power, was controlled by an upper class of big land- 
owners and high officials, often of Turkish ancestry. They were 
sometimes rivals, and sometimes partners of the powerful foreign 
business communities who, with the help of Levantine middle- 
men, controlled most of Egypt’s finance, trade and industry. Then 
came a growing but still relatively small Egyptian intelligentsia of 
professional men, lawyers, doctors, engineers, teachers, journa- 
lists, and a less Westernized class of middle peasants, village 
headmen, traditional religious leaders and minor officials who 
had formed the backbone of support for the earlier national 
revolt of Arabi Pasha and from which Nasser’s family came. 
Finally there were the masses of city workers, poor peasants and 
landless labourers. 

The new feature of the 1919 revolution was the way in which 
Egyptians from all these classes had fused together, at least 
temporarily, in the first genuinely nation-wide movement for in- 
dependence symbolized in the leadership of Saad Zaghloul and 
the Wafd. The suiFerings of the peasantry from requisitioning and 
conscription and of the city workers from rising living costs 
and the sweated labour conditions in the new industries that 
had sprung up during the war fed the discontent, but they were 
not .the main cause of it. 

In Alexandria, traditionally a city of high tension, all these 
classes mingled. In great houses along the seashore and among 
gardens along the north bank of the canal which linked the city 
with the Nile lived the English merchants who dominated the 
cotton market, and the other rich, mostly foreign, families. Out 
of a population of 447,000 some 46,000 were foreign, mostly 
Greek and Italian, many of whom were artisans and skilled 
workers. At the other extreme were the poor Muslim quarters in 
the old Turkish city and the migrant workers living in slums like 
the villages they had just left. The Bacos quarter where Nasser 
was born was a quiet lower-middlek:la$s area. His parents lived 
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Id a simple mudbrick house of three or four rooms with a small 
garden and trees around it. His father may have been helped 
financially by his mother's family who were comfortably off. 
Nasser’s father’s brother, Khalil, who had come to school in 
Alexandria, was living with them. Nasser’s father did not take 
an active interest in politics. But there is a story that Nasser's 
unde Khalil was arrested for political reasons and sent to prison 
for some time - perhaps as a result of student demonstrations or 
Ihe more serious riots in Alexandria of 192 1. 4 

Nasser grew up during troubled years for his country and his 
own early life was as unsettled as the times. His family moved 
frequently as his father was posted to different parts of the 
country. He lived in many different places and houses, often 
away from his family, and went to many different schools. These 
were also years of recurrent economic crises and hardship as 
cotton prices, the lynchpin of Egypt’s livelihood, rose* and fell 
with the booms and depressions of world trade between the wars. 

The family’s first move from Alexandria, when Nasser was 
three, was back to Assiut, but in 1923 Abdul Nasser Hussein was 
sent to run the post office at Khatatba, a small township north- 
east of Cairo on the edge of the Delta and the desert. Thus 
Nasser first went to school in the primary school for railway em- 
ployees at Khatatba, but in 1924 he was sent to Cairo to stay with 
his uncle Khalil Hussein and the following year began primary 
school there. Khalil was working with the Ministry of Waqfs 
(Religious Properties) and also running a small business in his 
spare time. 

The first chapter of the post-war Egyptian national revolution 
was then drawing to a close in tragic circumstances and with only 
partial achievement. On 28 February 1922 the British govern- 
ment, under threat of resignation from Lord Allenby, the High 
Commissioner in Cairo, had authorized a unilateral declaration 
ending the Protectorate and recognizing Egypt as a sovereign 
independent state under a constitutional monarch. But the 
declaration of independence was subject to the reservation of four 
points which were left to be negotiated in a treaty between 
Britain and Egypt. 

These four points were the protection of British imperial com- 
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munications (primarily the Suez Canal), the defence of Egypt 
against external attack, the protection of foreign interests and 
minorities, and the status of the Sudan. The Sultan was pro- 
claimed King Fuad I and work was begun on drafting a parlia- 
mentary constitution which was enacted on 19 April 1923. 

On the surface, at least, the political history of Egypt for the 
next thirteen years, as Nasser grew to adolescence and political 
consciousness, turned on the interpretation and implementation 
of these two documents, the British declaration and the Egyptian 
constitution. Tn the attempt to work the Constitution there was a 
see-saw struggle between the king and the most powerful political 
party, the National Wafd, with the British throwing their weight 
first one way and then another. The king wanted to retain strong 
autocratic powers even to the extent of suspending the constitu- 
tion and ruling by decree. The Wafd, which asserted the sup- 
remacy of parliament, won massive victories in every election not 
rigged by the palace, but was itself not averse to the dictatorial 
use of its parliamentary majorities against its political opponents. 

The conflicts of interest and shifting alliances between the 
British, the king, and the Wafd led Egypt into a political maze 
from which there seemed no escape. The frustrations thus 
created led each of the three to try, at one time or another, to 
settle the question by brute force: the British by traditional gun- 
boat diplomacy, the presentation of ultimatums backed up by the 
despatch of warships to Egyptian ports; the king by what were 
virtually royal coups d’etat', and the Wafd by semi-revolutionary 
mass agitation leading to riots and occasional terrorism. 

The heart of the problem was that the British sought to keep 
the Wafd out of power so long as the Wafdist terms for indepen- 
dence and for a treaty were unacceptable to Britain, but at the 
same time the Wafd was the only power in Egypt with which a 
durable treaty acceptable to a freely elected parliament could be 
negotiated* The king and the governments he formed from 
minority parties or from courtiers might be willing to compromise 
on the Wafd’s demand for complete British withdrawal from 
Egypt and the Sudan, in order to retain British support for their 
domestic position, but they could not impose such agreements on 
Egypt against the revolutionary will of the Wafd. 
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However, Britain at that time, though she might not have had 
the strength or the political will to impose a new settlement on 
Egypt, still seemed strong enough to maintain the status quo and 
protect what she considered her vital interests. 

These interve ning years provided a>t urbulent background to 
Nasser’s schooldays. In Cairo he lived for three years with his 
uncle Khalil in one of the old and picturesque parts of Cairo 
near the A1 Azhar mosque and the great bazaars of the Khan el 
Khalil. He was left a good deal to his own devices while his uncle 
was out at work. Together with an older boy who was lodging 
with his uncle he explored the animated life of the district with its 
many small shops, skilled craftsmen, popular cafes, splendid 
mosques and decayed palaces. At school he learned to read and 
write Arabic, some arithmetic and Muslim religious teaching. 
Learning was then still mostly by rote. 

With his uncle’s help, he would frequently exchange letters 
with his mother. He loved her intensely but saw her only on 
holiday visits to the family home in Khatatba where three younger 
brothers were already competing for her attention. But from the 
end of April 1926 he had no more letters from his mother. She 
had died, but Nasser was not told the news until months later 
when he returned home. Until then his family had kept up the 
pretence that his mother was ill or away on a visit to her parents 
in Alexandria. The shock of discovery accentuated a naturfw grief 
and left a deep and lasting impression on a boy already marked 
by an appearance of seriousness and reserve. 3 Nasser himself 
described it as ‘a cruel blow that was imprinted indelibly on my 
mind* and said that for years afterwards he had kept himself 
apart from his family. 6 Some have said it gave him a horror of 
death which led him to avoid bloodshed whenever possible when 
he came to power. It may also have been a cause of his later 
persistent fears and suspicions of conspiracies against him. The 
extent of Nasser’s humanity as a statesman may be left for later 
discussion, but at least his mother’s early death must have added 
another element of insecurity to a disturbed childhood in which 
he was constantly parted from his family and never had the 
feeling of a real home. The experience of life away from his 
family in early years may have helped to produce that combina- 
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tion of restlessness, suspicion, tension and passion with patience 
and ability to conceal his real feelings, which was among his later 
characteristics as a private conspirator and public figure. One of 
his early official biographies describes him during his early school- 
days as ‘robust and tall for bis age, thoughtful, lonely and absent- 
minded, neglecting meals and absorbed in reading*. 

The memory of another death soon after may have left a 
passing impression on him. On 23 August 1927 Saad Zaghloul 
died. For the funeral of the national hero so many people 
poured into the streets of Cairo that the whole centre of the city 
had to be closed. Nasser was then only nine but may have seen the 
funeral and heard political talk from his uncle, a nationalist but 
no longer politically active. He himself recalled 

. . . when I was a little child every time I saw aeroplanes flying overhead, 
1 used to shout: 

O God Almighty, may 
A calamity overtake the English. 

Nasser tried, he says, for some time to find out what this meant 
and discovered afterwards that ‘we had inherited this invocation 
from our forefathers liviry under the Mamelukes’. It had 
originally been: 

O God All-Glorio-is 
Destroy the Ottomans. 7 

In 1928 Nasser’s father remarried and a fourth son, Shawky, 
was bom. Nasser seems not to have got on with his step-mother 
from the start and consequently also became estranged from his 
father. 

Nasser later described his father as quiet man’ who did not 
drink or smoke or go to the cafe, and never spoke about politics. 
His only diversion from work was to go shooting. He loved his 
family and wanted his children to be educated and independent. 4 

After his father's second marriage, Nasser was sent to Alexan- 
dria to stay with his maternal grandparents and spent some time 
at the El Attarin secondary school there. But he did not do well 
and was then sent as a boarder to a school at Hclwan on the out- 
skirts of Cairo. In 1929 his father was transferred to Alexandria 
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where Nasser rejoined the family and went to the Ras el Tin 
secondary school It was here that he had his first contact with 
the political fervour, expressed in strikes and demonstrations, 
that were a constant feature of Egyptian school and university 
student life until Nasser himself brought them almost to an end. 
Students and schoolboys then thought of themselves, with en- 
couragement from the rival political parties, as the vanguard of 
an oppressed and backward nation. It was their duty to protest if 
their elders were too frightened or too closely controlled to do so. 
At the same time the students felt an extra responsibility as the 
potential educated elite who would not only bring Egypt indepen- 
dence but also modernize her social and cultural life. They were 
conscious of a wide gulf in this respect between themselves and 
their parents and elders. 

For, parallel with Egypt’s political conflicts over independence 
and foreign occupation and between king and parliament* there 
were also clashes of culture and manners. The rise of Kemalism 
in Turkey and the abolition of the Caliphate had roused contro- 
versy over the relation of religion and politics. The conservative 
Muslim divines of the ancient A1 Azhar university in Cairo had 
begun to react fiercely against the challenge of new ideas intro- 
duced by Egyptian writers and thinkers who had been influenced 
by Western liberalism and rationalism. 9 

More superficial but of more immediate concern to the 
ordinary Egyptian were the changes in clothes and customs to a 
more European style and the controversies over the status of 
women, polygamy and divorce. 

Nasser himself wrote later of the ‘astounding confusion and 
bewildering complexity that torments our minds’ in the Egyptian 
society in which he grew up. 

I sometimes consider [he wrote], the state of an average Egyptian 
family - one of the thousands of families which live in the capital of 
the country. The father, for example, is a tur banned fellah - a thorough- 
bred country fellow. The mother is a lady of Turkish descent. The sons 
and daughters attend schools respectively following the English and 
French educational systems. All this is in an atmosphere where the 
thirteenth-century spirit and twentieth-century manifestations inter- 
mingle and interact. . . . We live in a society not yet crystallized. It is 
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still in a state of ferment and agitation. It is not yet stabilized in its 
gradual development compared with other people who passed before 
on the same road. 10 

When Nasser took part in his first political demonstration he 
was still only a young schoolboy. It was in Alexandria. He 
stumbled into it by accident, and did no more than follow the 
lead of slogan-chanting elders. He was hit in the face by a police 
baton and spent the night in jail before his father rescued him. 
He asked his cell-mates about the reasons for the demonstrations. 
They told him it was a clash between the police and the ‘Misr el 
Fat at’, the ‘Young Egypt* party. He was moved to another 
school , perhaps to try to keep him out of further trouble, for during 
the next three years to demonstrate, even as a schoolboy, became 
a more serious and dangerous matter. Egypt was under the 
virtual dictatorship of the king and the government of the iron- 
fisted Ismail Sidky Pasha. Sidky had been one of the original 
leaders of the Wafd but had broken with Zaghloul. He was an 
intelligent, cynical politician of strong character with a high 
reputation as a financial expert. He showed a readiness to use 
force and fraud ruthlessly to suppress popular opposition. 
During his rule there were hundreds of dead and wounded in 
clashes between demonstrators and the police and army. Opposi- 
tion political meetings were prevented, and a new constitution 
was introduced which limited both suffrage and the powers of 
parliament. 

In 1933 Nasser's father was posted to Cairo to run a post 
office at Khoronfish in the old quarter of Bab Sharkieh or the 
East Gate. Nasser went on with his secondary school studies at 
the El Nahda al Misria (Egyptian Renaissance) school. The 
three-storey building which housed l* 'ih the post office and 
Nasser’s family was in a cul-de-sac called Khamis el Ads (Lentils 
Thursday) between a small synagogue of the Karaite Jewish sect 
and a Jewish chemist’s shop. Nasser’s family rented a second- 
floor four-room flat for three or four pounds a month from a 
Jewish landlord named Samuel who lived next door. Nasser him- 
self had a room at the back of the flat overlooking a courtyard. 
This was his home for the next fo\ir years. With his father’s 
growing family, he can have found little peace at home and he 
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would sometimes go to the quiet courtyard of a nearby old mosque 
to read. 

El Nahda school had a reputation for playing a leading part 
in schoolboy and student demonstrations. Towards the end of 
his time there Nasser was in the forefront of the demonstrations 
and was chairman of the executive committee of Cairo secondary 
school students. During his last full school year between 1935 
and 1936 Nasser was so involved in politics that he spent only 
forty-five days actually in school. But he seems to have found 
time nevertheless for a good deal of reading during these years, 
mostly history, politics and biographies of famous men by Arab 
and Muslim nationalist authors. They included works on Mo- 
hammed and on the great pioneers of Egyptian nationalism, 
Jamil ed-din al-Afghani and Mohammed Abdu; and especially 
the writings of Mustafa Kamil, the brilliant young demagogue 
who founded the Egyptian National Party. Apart from Moham- 
med and Gandhi, Mustafa Kamil was perhaps Nasser's chief 
hero of the East. He also read the works of one of the most in- 
fluential of the early Islamic reformers and anti-imperialists, 
Abdul Rahman el Kawakibi, a Syrian nationalist who hud lied 
to Egypt to escape Turkish persecution. In his two most famous 
books, Umm el Qura {Mother of Villages - the name given to 
Mecca) and Taba’a al Istibdad (the Characteristics of Tyranny), 
el Kawakibi dealt with two themes which were to become central 
in Nasser’s future political ideas. The first was a discussion of 
how the East can overcome its backwardness and rid itself of 
foreign domination and it emphasizes the central role the Arabs 
should play in the regeneration of Islamic society. The second 
argues that when a Western power occupies an Eastern country 
it does not bring liberty to the people but combines with local 
despots and a minority of politicians and religious leaders to 
exploit them. Nasser also read and was impressed by a famous 
Egyptian novel entitled Resurrection, by Tewfik el Hakim. 
Resurrection describes the life of a young boy of fifteen, Mohsen, 
who lives with his uncles in Cairo and goes home to his parent’s 
country estate in the holidays. It gives a sensitive picture of the 
awakening of a shy but passionate adolescent to love, to social 
conscience and to patriotic self-sacrifice. The background of 
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country and city life is drawn with sensitivity, humour and a 
feeling for nature that reminds one of Turgenev. Nasser could 
easily have identified himself with the character and circum- 
stances of Mohsen who lived claustrophobically in an 
overcrowded Cairo flat, felt the widening gap of culture and 
generation between himself and his parents, and plunged 
feverishly into the demonstrations of the 1919 revolution with 
which the novel ends. 

Nasser also read in Arabic translation Victor Hugo’s Les 
Miserables and Dickens’s Tale of Two Cities, as well as biogra- 
phies of Alexander, Caesar, Gandhi and of famous Frenchmen, 
including Napoleon, Rousseau and Voltaire. He was especially 
interested by the French Revolution. In an article in his school 
magazine on ‘Voltaire, Man of Liberty’, he singled out for ap- 
proval Voltaire’s opposition to the abuse of power and to the 
Church. He also admired Voltaire because ‘he was a calm man, 
not cruel’. 

Dickens’s novel of the French Revolution is said to have come 
to his mind when in the future Council of his own revolution he 
opposed shedding the blood of political enemies, since the book 
had left him with the lessor that violence breeds violence. 12 

Perhaps more undeniably prophetic was Nasser’s performance 
of the role of Caesar when Shakesoeare’s Julius Caesar was 
presented as the school play in January 1935. When Gamal- 
Cacsar was stabbed on the stage, his father got up from his seat 
in the audience in a fright until he was reassured that his son was 
still alive and moving. 

By the beginning of 1935 the royal dictatorship was coming to 
an end and the Wafd was pressing for a return to the 1923 
constitution. Nasser and his school friends, began to make contact 
with the political parties which were now emerging into a slightly 
freer atmosphere after Sidky Pasha’s regime. They decided to 
form a committee to t epresent secondary school pupils, of which 
Nasser became chairman. Nasser tried out most of the main 
nationalist parties of the day including the Wafd and beginning 
with the Misr el Fatat or ‘Young Egypt* party of Ahmed Hussein, 
a right-wing radical and Islamic group encouraged by the palace 
and financed by secret Italian subsidies. In the continued dash 
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between the king and the Wafa and between modernists and Is- 
lamic reactionaries, new methods of political organization and 
violence were being imported from Europe. The Misr el Fatat 
developed a fascist-type ‘Green Shirt’ youth movement to which 
the Wafd later replied by creating ‘Blue Shirts’ of its own. 
Socialists and Communists who had begun to form small groups 
in the early 1920s had been driven underground by repressive 
measures. The Muslim Brotherhood, a movement combining 
extreme nationalism with Islamic fundamentalism founded in 
1928 by Hassan el Banna, a devout teacher of calligraphy from 
Ismailia, had begun its conspiratorial organization on a secret 
cell basis. The influence of the Muslim Brothers was strong 
among schoolboys and students especially in Cairo after 1934 
when Hassan el Banna moved to the capital. Nasser did not join 
the Brotherhood but worked for a time with both th^ Wafdist 
youth and the Misr el Fatat, without becoming firmly attached to 
either for long. His sentiments appear to have been closest to 
those of the old National Party founded by Mustafa Kamil. The 
followers of Kamil had dwindled to a tiny group more uncom- 
promising than the Wafd in their attitude to the British: they 
demanded complete and immediate British withdrawal without 
negotiations. Nasser maintained a close connexion with the Vice- 
President of the National Party, Fathi Radwan, who was associ- 
ated in those days with the Misr el Fatat. Later, Radwan became 
Minister of National Guidance for a time in Nasser’s revolu- 
tionary government. 

Above all what still moved Egyptians, including students and 
schoolboys, was the straightforward national cause - indepen- 
dence from foreign rule. The most popular party was the one 
which seemed most likely to bring this aim about. Something of 
the earnest and exalted state of Nasser’s feelings on this subject 
can be sensed, below the adolescent rhetoric and exaggeration, in 
a letter he wrote to his closest school friend Hassan el Nashaar 
in September 1935. 

Today the situation is critical and Egypt is in an impasse. It seems to 
me that the country is dying. Despair is great. Who can end it? . . . 
Where are the men ready to give their lives for the independence of the 
country? Where is the man who can rebuild the country so that the 
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weak and humiliated Egyptian can stand up again and live free and 
independent? Where is dignity? Where is nationalism? Where is the 
so-called activity of our youth? . . . They say the Egyptian is a coward, 
that he is afraid of the slightest sound. He needs a leader to lead him in 
the struggle for his country. By this means this same Egyptian would 
become a thunder-clap which would make the walls of tyranny tremble. 

Mustafa Kamil said: 'If my heart moves from right to left, if the 
Pyramids move, if the Nile changes its course, I shall not change my 
principles.* 

We have said several times that we are going to work together to 
wake the nation from its sleep, to bring surging forth the forces hidden 
within individuals. But, alas, so far nothing has been carried out. 

My dear fellow, l expect you at my place to discuss these matters on 
4 September 1935 at four in the afternoon. I hope you won’t fail to 
come. 13 

Within a few weeks of this letter Nasser’s demand for action 
was to be temporarily satisfied, though with eventual results that 
did not please him. 

The desire to regain power through a return to parliamentary 
government, combined with the threat posed to Egypt by Italian 
expansion in Africa, especially the Italo-Abyssinian war, drove 
the Wafd and the British ♦•'wards compromise. The Wafd let it 
be known that it would be prepared to negotiate a new treaty if 
parliamentary government were restored on the basis of the old 
1923 constitution. It took a year to bring this condition about: 
the king was reluctant to concede it and the British, while agreeing 
that the 1930 constitution of Sidky Pasha should be liberalized, 
intimated that they considered the 1923 constitution undesirable 
because it was unworkable. The unwise repetition of this opinion 
in a public speech by the British Foreign Secretary, Sir Samuel 
Hoare, led to accusations from the V> aid of British interference 
in Egyptian domestic affairs and to a series of student and school- 
boy riots. 

For three days in succession after Sir Samuel Hoare's speech, 
Nasser organized secondary school student demonstrations in 
Cairo in coiuunciion with the university students. The police 
opened fire and two students were killed and many arrested. A 
bullet from a British police officer’s revolver scored Nasser's 
forehead, leaving a permanent scar. 
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On 12 December 1935 King Fuad restored the 1923 constitu- 
tion. The same day a National Front of the Wafd and other party 
leaders called on the British to open negotiations for a new 
treaty. There was some delay because* of the death on 25 April 
of King Fuad, who was succeeded by his son Farouk, still a 
minor at school in England. But in May the Wafd was returned 
to power in a general election and the new prime minister, 
Mustafa Nahas Pasha, opened formal treaty negotiations with 
Britain in July. The treaty was quickly comoleted and signed on 
26 August 1936. 

The treaty replaced the British occupation with u military 
alliance which gave Britain the right to station up to 10,000 
troops in Egypt in peace time in a defined zone along the Suez 
Canal, with the right to use facilities throughout the country in 
time of war. Britain was also to sponsor Egypt's entry into the 
League of Nations. Egypt agreed to the provisional continuation 
of the condominium over the Sudan. Britain accepted the aboli- 
tion of the old and hated system of Capitulations under which 
foreign citizens enjoyed special legal privileges which were often 
abused. The treaty was approved by the Egyptian parliament and 
by all political parties, except the National Party. 

Nasser himself later summed up his political activities at that 
time and his hostile reaction to the Treaty. No two Egyptians, he 
said, differed on the aim of a strong, liberated Egypt, but they 
had different ideas about the way to liberation and strength. He 
had decided early on that ‘positive action’ was needed but his 
ideas about what kind of action changed. 

At first, 

at a certain phase of my life, 'positive action* meant enthusiasm. But 
I later came to realize that 1 ought not to be alone in that enthusiasm. 
To be effective, it had to be communicated to others. 

I was then a student at the Nahda school, leading many demonstra- 
tions in those days, shouting myself hoarse, followed by other fellow- 
students, in our insistent demand for complete independence. But it 
was to no avail - our cries died into faint echoes that moved no moun- 
tains and blasted no rocks. Then l came to believe that ‘positive action’ 
could be found in the solidarity and agreement of all leaders of the 
nation. So our rebellious, roaring ranks went round visiting these 
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leaders in their homes, catling on them, in the name of Egypt’s youth, 
to agree on concerted action. They did actually agree but it was on a 
calamitous decision which destroyed my conviction - they agreed to 
conclude the 1936 Treaty. 14 

Although the Treaty may have completed Nasser's disillusion 
because it still left British forces in a commanding position in 
£gypt, he had already been obliged to curtail his political activi- 
ties in a last-minute rush to complete his secondary school studies. 
His headmaster would not at first let him come back to school: 
he was forced to readmit him by a strike of the school pupils who 
even insisted that Nasser return as a hero riding in a carriage by 
the headmaster’s side. In the summer examinations Nasser 
scraped through his baccalaureat and so ended the first part of a 
sketchy and constantly interrupted education. Now, at the age 
of eighteen, he had to begin thinking seriously not only about his 
political feelings but about his future career. A new phase was 
about to open in Eg>pt’s life and m his own. 



Chapter 2 

The Army and Politics: 

Egypt in the Second World War, 1936-46 

Nasser was always attracted to the military life . 1 His first foreign 
hero, he once told a British interviewer, was Nelson. When a 
young boy he had read about Nelson and admired his self- 
sacrifice in volunteering for a dangerous task. (Perhaps the 
example was skilfully chosen to suit the nationality of the inter- 
viewer, though in the same interview Nasser had already men- 
tioned the prophet Mohammed and Gandhi as men whose lives 
had most impressed him .) 2 

But the army was not Nasser’s first thought for a career. He 
wanted to go to university and study law. He decided to try to 
enter the Military Academy as the only way to escape from 
difficulties at home: he did not get on with his father after his 
father’s second marriage . 3 He could not, however, afford to live 
away from home as a university student. 

His first application to enter the Military Academy was re- 
jected, probably for lack of family influence or the social status 
required at that time to become an army officer. As a second best 
be then applied to enter the Police School. He tried the police 
against his will, to please his family who were urging him in that 
direction. The Cairo police, still under a British commander, the 
legendary Russell Pasha, were then considered a corps d’elite. 
Only Nasser’s grandfather at Beni Murr supported him against 
the family pressure, predicting higher things for the young man . 4 

He was again rejected. Ironically it appears to have been 
Nasser's own police dossier of student agitation which barred 
him from the police school. Meanwhile he was able at least 
temporarily to pursue his original ambition by beginning to 
study law at Cairo university. His law studies lasted only a few 
months but long enough for him to experience the restless excite- 
ment, hopes and frustrations of student life in a big city university 
where an increasing number of the students were drawn from less 
well-off homes and faced meagre prospects of employment after 
their graduation. In March 1937 he applied again for the Military 
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Academy and was accepted. Two new developments helped his 
application this time. Following the signature of the 1936 Treaty 
with Britain, the Egyptian army was being expanded. More 
officers were needed quickly and, under the more egalitarian in- 
fluence of the Wafdist government of the day, they were being 
recruited from a broader social class. Nasser had also succeeded, 
through his uncle Khalil and influential friends in Assiut, in 
contacting privately the general newly appointed in charge of the 
selection board and had made a good impression on him. 

Nasser entered the Military Academy in Cairo on 17 March 
1937 and after five months’ probation was formally accepted as 
a student. He quickly made his mark and was among a small 
group specially selected for a one-year crash course in place of 
the usual three years, in view of the urgent need for new officers. 
Seven other members of the future revolutionary leadership of 
the Free Officers who made the 1952 revolution entered the 
Military Academy at or about the same time as Nasser. They were 
Abdul Hakim Amer, Abdul Latif Baghdadi, Anwar es-Sadat, 
Hussein esh-Shafei, Zachaiia Mohieddin and the brothers Gamal 
Salem and Salah Salem. Another leading Free Officer, Kamal ed- 
din Hussein, entered a year later and graduated in 1939, and 
Khaled Mohieddin, cousin of Zacharia, graduated in 1940. 5 * 

Two of the closest of Nasser’s future revolutionary associates, 
Zacharia Mohieddin, for long his chief instrument in internal 
security matters and briefly prime minister, and Abdul Hakim 
Amer, who was to become his most intimate friend and his chief 
link with the army, were not among his friends at the Academy. 
Their friendship did not begin until they met later in Alexandria. 
But Nasser met at this time the wild and colourful Anwar es-Sadat 
who at first was disagreeably disconcerted by Nasser’s rather 
gloomy silences. Later, impressed by the force of Nasser’s 

* Or these nine only two still held high official positions by 1970 when 
Nasser died: Hussein esh-Shafei and Anwar es-Sadat, both Vice-Presidents 
and the latter Nasser's successor. Salah Salem died from cancer in 1961, 
Gamal Salem died in 1968 after a long illness, and Amer committed 
suicide after an abortive coup in 1 967 . Khaled Mohieddin was still politically 
active in the Arab Socialist Union and as a journalist. Baghdadi, Zacharia 
Mohieddin and Kamal ed-din Hussein had been dropped from office and 
were .living in obscure retirement 
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character, he became a faithful admirer. Anwar es-Sadat has 
described the austere celebration of Nasser’s twentieth birthday at 
the Military Academy with a meal of lentils, sugar cane and 
chestnuts. This sparse fare was washed down with some earnest 
rhetoric from Nasser calling on all present to remain united and 
to build the future together. 6 Nasser was already both physically 
strong and mentally mature for his age. He read a great deal, in 
Eng l ish as well as Arabic, especially military and political history 
and biographies, including five books on Napoleon, three by 
Winston Churchill, others on Ataturk, T. E. Lawrence, Garibaldi, 
Bismarck, Foch and Gordon. 7 A common love of reading was 
later to be one of his links with Amer, whose gentle, warm and 
impulsive nature was otherwise in sharp contrast with Nasser's 
sombre reserve. 

Nasser passed his final examinations at the Military .Academy 
with distinction on 1 July 1938. He was commissioned as a 
second lieutenant in the infantry and sent to barracks at Manka- 
bad, one of the main garrisons of the Egyptian army only a few 
miles from his father's native village of Beni Murr in Upper 
Egypt. 

The profession of arms has been a channel for ambition 
throughout the ages. Yet in spite of Nasser’s obvious driving 
ambition, both personal and political, and his avowed predilec- 
tion for the military life, there is perhaps something unexpected 
about the choice - even a second choice - by a fiery young radical 
agitator, of a career in the military establishment, particularly in 
an army still subject to foreign control. In spite of the 1936 
Treaty, the Egyptian army and the defence of Egypt were then 
still largely controlled by Britain. The army provided, it is true, 
one of the easier roads to financial security and social status in a 
poor country, especially at a time of economic depression when 
many educated young men and university graduates were un- 
employed. 

Since the Egyptian army revolution in 1952 and other military 
coups in the Middle East a good deal has been written - almost a 
new political theory - about the special role of the army in 
Eastern politics . 8 To the extent that it rests on the fact that 
Nasser was a soldier and used the army as a political instrument, 
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the theory needs to be treated with some caution. For Nasser 
was, on his own evidence, not so much a soldier who went into 
politics as a politician who went into the army. He would have 
been politically active in any profession. Nevertheless, the theory 
has force and there are clearly some special social and historical 
features of the army in Egypt which need explaining if Nasser's 
choice of career and subsequent political role are to be fully 
understood. 

In ‘developing countries', it has been pointed out, the army 
has frequently formed part of the revolutionary vanguard be- 
cause it has been not only the most coherent, organized force in 
politically chaotic situations, but also historically provided an 
early and influential part of the Westernized technical elite. 
Nasser himself said that ‘in countries like Egypt the army is a 
force of education’. 9 In his The Philosophy of the Revolution he 
argued that the army was the only truly national and classless 
force which could lead Egypt out of the dilemma posed by two 
simultaneous and conflicting revolutions, the movement for 
national independence which required unity and the social revolu- 
tion which entailed inevitable class conflict and thus national 
disunity: only the army .ould open the way to the necessary 
execution of both revolutions together. 10 

Since, in the Ottoman Empire, for example, the modernization 
of the army was intended in the fast place to resist Western 
military and political encroachment, it had bred within it a 
nationalist spirit which in times of foreign domination was bound 
to become revolutionary in character. In the Arab and Ottoman 
East, all government has until recent times been most frequently 
military in character and the army the career most open to talent. 
In Egypt, the situation was complicated by the racial gulf between 
the Turkish-Circassian military ruling class, which until the 
middle of the last century dominated the officer corps, and the 
native Egyptians who were brutally conscripted into the ranks. So 
that it was against these officers, linked with the Khedive, as well 
as against European influence, that Colonel Arab! Pasha, an 
Egyptian officer of peasant origin, led the first unsuccessful 
nationalist revolt in Egypt in 1882 which ended in the British 
occupation. 



42 The Egyptian Revolution 

From the crushing of Arabi onwards the Egyptian army be- 
came subservient to the British occupiers and to the Khedive, only 
showing some signs of political effervescence in the Sudan in 
1924. It appears not to have stirred politically during the 1919 
revolution. British policy wavered between making the Egyptian 
army efficient enough for limited purposes, such as internal 
security and the reconquest of the Sudan under British command, 
and preventing it from becoming strong enough to be a serious 
independent threat to Britain’s position in Egypt. 

With the 1936 Treaty the Egyptian army came at last under 
Egyptian command, but the Treaty stipulated that its training 
and arms should be British. A British military mission was sent 
out to Egypt in January 1937. Its first report was brisk and can- 
did. 11 The army for which Britain had been largely responsible 
for fifty years and which Nasser had just chosen for his career 
was in a deplorable state. Its eleven battalions of infantry 
possessed neither heavy nor light machine-guns nor any form of 
support or anti-tank weapons. The artillery was inadequate and 
ill-equipped. The army had no tanks, wireless or anti-aircraft 
weapons. The Egyptian army air force was small but well- 
trained with thirty-eight aircraft, though these were not armed 
and the pilots had had no bombing practice. Army training, 
said the British Mission’s first report, was based ‘on tactical 
ideas of almost proto-dynastic antiquity’. 

The method by which the army was recruited also burdened 
it with internal weaknesses which reflected and magnified those 
of Egyptian society. At one extreme were mostly upper-class 
officers commissioned through influence and at the other were 
unwilling conscripts, usually illiterate peasants who could not 
afford to buy exemption and who regarded their enforced five 
years’ service in the army as a disaster for their families and 
themselves. At the top, the Egyptian High Command and Staff 
was 'perhaps the weakest component in the whole of their mili- 
tary fabric*. 

Into this archaic and politically torpid force the expansion 
programme after the 1936 Treaty injected a new wave of young 
men like Nasser and his friends. They came from the middle and 
lower middle classes, and they were ambitious, energetic and 
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politically indoctrinated products of the student revolution, 
itself resulting from the expansion of secondary education in 
Egypt between the wars. 

In a letter to his school friend, Hassan el Nashaar, soon after 
arriving at Mankabad, Nasser wrote of the place and his feelings 
in his characteristically intense way: 

It is a beautiful place, the atmosphere is poetic and stirs the imagina- 
tion. It is a landscape of desert, cultivation, pools and canal. To the 
north sown fields and to the south a range of mountains which stretches 
from east to west, surrounded by the desert as if by strong hands. 

1 am glad to tell you that my character has remained unshaken. 
Gamal at Mankabad is the same Gama) that you have known for a long 
time, who seeks in his imagination reasons for hope but whose hopes 
evaporate like clouds. 12 

Mankabad itself was a village round which there was an army 
garrison of 3,000 men. There was not much to do there in free 
hours except talk and read or at week-ends to visit Nasser’s 
relatives at Beni Murr. In camp or round the camp-fire out on 
manoeuvres Nasser and his young officer friends talked mostly 
professional shop and politics, partly because some of them were 
politically minded and, as young men in developing countries, 
felt a special political responsibility, partly because young 
Muslims especially, lacking feminine society and other enter- 
tainment, often have little else but politics to talk about. Outside 
the immediate family circle such socii. . life as there was in Muslim 
Egypt tended to be all-male and hiei archie in character. Except 
among the cosmopolitan upper class, sport and the social amuse- 
ments of a mixed society were rare. Apart from their careers, 
there were few other outlets except politics for the energy, 
idealism and romanticism of adolescents: religion was in doubt, 
sexual life restricted, good works of a <>cial welfare kind scarcely 
developed, and literature also highly political in content. Egyptian 
youth of this generation was uncertain of its identity, surrounded 
by a bewildering confusion of cultures and even of different 
languages. Their country seemed to them to be ruled half by 
foreigners and for the rest by a sham king and a sham parliament: 
a veneer of constitutionalism concealed a police state and a 
revolutionary opposition. 
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Thus Nasser and his friends found plenty to criticize in the 
army they served, in their relations with their own senior officers 
and the British instructors, and also in the state of their country 
and of the world at large. Like their contemporaries in Europe in 
the 1930s they were stirred by vision^ of social justice, by hopes 
of changing society and by oppositioirto militaristic imperialism. 
But the context of these feelings and the focus of these aspirations 
were quite different. 

The political outlook of young men growing up in Europe 
or America in the 1930s and coming to maturity in the immediate 
pre-war years - an experience which usually left a mark for life - 
would have been mostly profoundly influenced by such develop- 
ments as the great economic depression and the growth of 
socialism. Communism and Fascism; by the Spanish Civil War 
and Munich; by the choice between pacifism and rearmament; 
by the persecution of the Jews and the struggle to preserve 
democratic freedoms. But just as for Europeans the contemporary 
struggle of China against Japanese invasion and of India for her 
freedom, took second place to their own problems, so young 
Egyptians like Nasser saw their most important problems closer 
at hand. In these formative years the most immediate political 
impact on their minds was made by the continued foreign 
occupation of their country, despite the fig-leaf of the 1936 
Treaty, in close collaboration, when needful, with a royal 
dictatorship; by Egypt’s lack of political freedom, and its 
crushing poverty. 

Egypt had also suffered from the world economic depression, 
because of its effect on cotton exports. But she had not yet 
reached the stage where a crisis in the capitalist system would 
have such a wrecking effect as in the United States and Europe. 
Most of her population was so near sheer subsistence level that 
they could hardly sink lower: even the conditions of the un- 
employed in the industrial cities of the west would have seemed 
almost luxurious to the average Egyptian peasant. Living in a 
mud hut with their animals and owning perhaps an acre of land 
or none at all, a peasant family might earn about 50 p a week. 
Up to half of the revenue from rented land went to the landlord, 
often an absentee. Six per cent of the land-owners held forty 
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per cent of the land between them. Farm labourers earned 
2 J— 3 piastres (2J-3 p) a day or about £E15 a year. As a citizen, 
the peasant hardly existed. He was alternately bullied by the 
police and dragooned to vote by his landlord or by the govern- 
ment through the officially appointed omdeh or headman, and 
occasionally wooed by political parties where there were rivalries 
in the village. Nor was the growing class of urban industrial 
workers much better off. Ghastly slums were proliferating in the 
cities as the surplus unemployed population poured in from the 
countryside in search of work. Working conditions were not 
unlike those in eatly nineteenth-century Britain before the 
Factory Acts. Boys and girls under ten were employed on work 
that should have been done only by youths and adults; women 
worked fourteen to sixteen hours a day; there was no weekly 
rest; wages were miserably low and there was no compulsory 
accident insurance of any unemployment or sickness benefit. The 
few trades unions were weak and hamstrung by official restric- 
tions. Unions were neither recognized nor forbidden, but they 
were prohibited from forming a union federation. Governments, 
mostly representing the propertied classes, were only too ready 
to help crush strikes by using the police or the army. There was 
some public discussion of ■ >cia! Problems but it was limited by 
the preoccupation with national liberation and by censorship 
and severe repression of socialist and Marxist writings and 
activities. The main revolutionary currents in the Middle East 
still sprang from an earlier source, from the French Revolution 
and the nineteenth-century European movements of nationalism 
and constitutional reform. The impact of the Russian Revolution 
had hardly yet been felt, except in a few small and isolated left- 
wing groups. Culturally and socially Egypt was still grappling 
with problems of religion, free thougiu and freedom of manners 
that had been controversial in the Europe of the Enlightenment, 

At the top of Egyptian society, as in eighteenth-century France 
or nineteenth-century Russia, was a glittering brittle crust 
formed largely from a culture alien to the mass of the people 
below. For those at the top the 1930s were gay and luxurious 
years. 13 

The new King Farouk ascended the throne on 19 July 1937 
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at the age of eighteen, after a brief Regency. He seemed charming 
and innocent, and his advisers, such as the Sheikh of A1 Azhar, 
Mohammed el Moraghi, made sure that he also appeared pious. 
His popularity was at first immense. It was even greater when he 
married the attractive Farida, daughter of an Egyptian aristocrat. 
But the atmosphere of the court, seething with intrigue, and the 
pandering of menial favourites, had begun the corruption of a 
prince perhaps already doomed by a trivial mind, an insatiable 
greed and a disastrous education. 

Beyond the court stretched the ‘society’ of Cairo and Alex- 
andria: the big Turco-Egyptian and Egyptian land-owning 
Pashas and the few new Egyptian industrialists and bankers who 
had succeeded in breaking into what had for long been the 
preserve of foreigners, Europeans and Levantines, the more 
wealthy of whom, reinforced by the embassies and by foreign 
visitors escaping the European winter, formed the most efferve- 
scent part of the social round. This champagne froth of balls, 
cocktail parties, sports, receptions, varied sometimes by the opera 
or cultural lectures, swirled around key points such as Shep- 
heards and other big hotels; the Mohammed Aly Club, the haunt 
of the older politicians; the Ge/ira spoiling club, a large British 
oasis of cricket, polo and pink gin beside the broad, brown Nile; 
the British and French embassies and the sumptuous villas of the 
great Pashas. But right in the heart of Cairo, the sound of bugles 
from the Kasr el Nil barracks, where British troops were still 
stationed, was a daily reminder of the ultimate power that helped 
to keep this glamorous crust in place. 

Beneath this sumptuous surface there were not only the ragged, 
illiterate peasants and workers, but also the growing new middle 
class of engineers, lawyers, doctors, journalists, teachers, small 
businessmen, with new expectations and new capacities, but no 
power. Sometimes they had received European educations and 
had even gone abroad as students, but once back at home they 
had little or no contact with the foreign Hite which held much of 
Egypt in its grip. Moreover, though they also found it hard to 
communicate with the older generation brought up in the tradi- 
tional Muslim culture, many of this new middle class, like 
Nasser and his colleagues, were in touch with the peasantry of 
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the villages through their own families. The gap between the 
country and the town was narrowing. 

Some had seen and admired democracy at work in Western 
Europe and wanted more freedom in Egypt. Others were im- 
pressed by the apparent discipline and mobilization of national 
energies under Hitler and Mussolini. Most of them found it 
difficult to feel deeply engaged in the struggle between the British 
and French democracies against Italo-German fascism in Europe. 
True, Italy had behaved abominably in colonizing Arab Libya, 
as she had in conquering Abyssinia. Her presence on the borders 
of Egypt and near the sources of the Nile with powerful and 
growing armies was a dangerous threat. But, they might argue, 
the British military presence in Egypt was as much a provocation 
of Italian covetousness as it was a protection against it. This 
was really a quarrel between rival Great Powers in which Egypt 
would much prefer to remain neutral if she could. And then, 
looking round the Middle East and the Arab and Muslim world, 
were the democracies behaving so much better? They might 
preach liberal democracy but where outside their own countries 
did they practise it? To many Egyptians it seemed as if the British 
were always prepared to sacrifice democratic principles and 
support unrepresentative governments even if they were brutal 
and corrupt, if this were necessary to preserve Britain's imperial 
interests and prolong her military presence. 

In all the neighbouring Arab lands tied to Egyptians by 
language and religion, young Egyptians saw a similar picture. 
In Iraq, they saw revolution and repression and the same kind of 
pseudo-independence under British occupation as in Egypt, 
with oil rather than the Suez Canal as the motive. In Trans- 
jordan, there was a puppet emir with a British-controlled army. 
In the Sudan, the British ruled under i so-called condominium 
from which Egypt, the other power on paper, had been squeezed 
out in practice. In North Africa, the French were in control, and 
Algeria, in particular, was subjected to French colonization, 
economic domination and virtual annexation to France. Above 
all, there was Palestine. There the Egyptians saw an Arab majority 
being held down by force by the British in order to protect the 
influx of Zionist immigrants aiming to build their own state and 



48 The Egyptian Revolution 

in order to provide Britain with a military base. The Palestine 
Arabs had been engaged in a large-scale popular rebellion for 
self-government and independence since 1936. If there was any- 
thing outside their own country which had an effect on the mind 
of idealistic young Egyptians compatible with the impact of the 
Spanish civil war on the youth of Britain and France, it was the 
Palestine Arab revolt. They saw there a small people with few 
resources fighting on for three years against powerful British 
forces. Among those who volunteered to help the Palestinian 
guerrillas the Muslim Brothers in Egypt were in the forefront. 

The only Middle East states which had remained free - and 
hoped to stay neutral - were Kemulist Turkey which had earlier 
defied and fought the Western Allies; Reza Shah's Iran, per- 
forming a balancing act between Britain and Russia which was 
to fail when these two Powers unexpectedly became allies; Saudi 
Arabia, still independent because the extent of its oil treasure 
was not yet fully known and because its oil partner was America 
which had not yet developed imperial habits in the Middle East; 
and the Yemen, because it was remote, backward and commerci- 
ally unattractive. In the wider Muslim world, the 150 million 
Muslims of India, Indonesia and Malaya were part of the British 
and Dutch empires, the millions of Muslims in Africa were ruled 
from London and Paris. In Central Asia, ancient Manuc states 
had been crushed by the Russians, by Tsars and Bolsheviks 
alike, and were now being Communi/ed by force. Nowhere in 
1938 or 1939 did the world prospect look bright, but the priorities 
of injustice and woe were different depending on whether they 
were seen from London, Paris or Cairo, from the < ’ambridge of 
John Comford or the Mankubud camp-fire of Gainal Abdul 
Nasser. 

According to Anwar cs-Sadat, who was at Mankabad at that 
time, if the young officers in their midnight talks showed signs 
of straying off into light-hearted gossip, ‘it was invariably Gamal 
Abdul Nasser who interrupted to bring us back to graver topics*. 
Nasser was 


reserved and serious in manner and his comictions were deep-rooted. 
He was a true son of the Said. He was passionately attached to the land 
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of his origin and his conversation was sown with proverbs and sayings 
from his native province. 14 

Sadat’s account of these days - written nearly twenty years 
later, perhaps with some hindsight, after the revolution - quotes 
Nasser as already advocating a revolution to overthrow ‘im- 
perialism, monarchy and feudalism* and rescue Egypt from 
chaos, ft was then, says Sadat, that ‘at the beginning of 1939, the 
officers of Mankabad founded a secret revolutionary society 
dedicated to the task of liberation’. 15 Other evidence suggests, 
however, that the ‘Free Officers’, the secret organization inside 
the army which eventually carried out the 1952 coup, was not 
formed until much later. Tt began in embryo form in 1942, 
held its first organized meetings in 1944 and became more serious- 
ly organized after 1949. lfl At Mankabad a group of idealistic and 
intelligent young officers found they had a common concern and 
discontent about which they continued to keep in touch during 
the years to come, though they were scattered to different posts 
and duties and their own political allegiances and activities 
diverged. 

Early in 1939 Nasser was posted from Mankabad to an Egyp- 
tian infantry battalion in the Sudan. Sadat says that Nasser 
volunteered for set vice in vha f w’as then regarded as a place of 
exile for at my malcontents, because he believed he was already 
in the bad books of his army seniors for his outspoken views. 17 
Before going to Khartoum, Nasser »ent to Alexandria where he 
became better acquainted with Amer and Zachariu Mohieddin, 
who were both in his battalion. A letter from Nasser to his friend. 
Ilassan cl Nashaar describing his encounter on the train down 
to Khartoum with a loud-voiced, talkative senator showed that 
behind his outwaru seriousness there was a streak of sharply 
observant humour. In later years it . is to show in a sardonic, 
half-mocking, sometimes mischievous counter-point to the 
darker and heavier side of his personality. His comrades in the 
Sudan noted that he rarely laughed, but he often smiled. He 
liked animals and kept a big pet monkey in his room. 18 

Nasser spent nearly three veal’s in the Sudan, much of the 
time out at the Jebel Aulia dam on the White Nile. It was there 
that he developed his close fi iendship with Amer. The outbreak 
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of the Second World War thus found Nasser in a situation 
which must have aroused mixed feelings of frustration and relief. 
He was serving 1,000 miles from home in an army which was 
incapable through lack of equipment, training and experience 
of making a serious contribution to the defence of its own coun- 
try. Yet this army was called upon to be involved indirectly in a 
war which it did not really feel to be its own. Even in the Sudan, 
the Egyptian army remained on static guard duties while the 
Sudanese Defence Force under British command made ready 
for active operations against a possible Italian attack. A soldier 
and a patriot must have felt a double humiliation, professional 
and political, and yet also a feeling of relief that Egypt was not 
actually committed to light beside the British occupier. 

Nasser's own view of the war was that Egypt should remain 
neutral: if she could not avoid being involved in the war then she 
should take advantage of the Axis operations to help get rid of 
the British. There is no evidence that he was pro-German in the 
sense of being Nazi-minded: his altitude was like that of Irish- 
men such as Sir Roger Casement in the Tirst World War, or of 
the Finns in the Second World War who called for German help 
to fight the Russians. During a large part of the war, especially 
when the Middle East was an active thcatie of operations. Nasser 
was outside Egypt in the Sudan. The war was not in any case 
the formative experience for him that it was for young men of 
other nationalities. 

It is possible that if Britain had been able to treat the Egyptian 
army as potentially a serious ally, to train and equip it for a more 
active role, she might have been able to gain its goodwill, at least 
on the professional level. But Britain herself was short of equip- 
ment and still lacked confidence in cither the military usefulness 
or political reliability of the Egyptian army. Nor was the attitude 
of the Egyptian government and of the Egyptian army’s chief of 
staff reassuring. King Farouk had dismissed the elected Wafd 
government at the end of 1937 and a palace government of 
minority parties, put in place by rigged elections, was now 
beaded by Aly Maher, former chief of the Royal Cabinet. Aly 
Maher gave an assurance that Egypt would fulfil all her obliga- 
tions to Britain under the 1936 Treaty, but Egypt did not declare 
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war on Germany and was more concerned about Italy. The king 
and Aly Maher kept out feelers to Rome for a possible agreement 
by which Italy would refrain from attacking Egyptian territory in 
return for Egyptian neutrality. Egyptian public opinion favoured 
neutrality and especially after the German victories in Europe 
and the fall of France there seemed nothing to be gained for 
Egyptian interests from entry into a war which Britain, left alone, 
seemed certain to lose. 

The Franco-German armistice and Italy’s entry into the war 
transformed the situation in the Mediterranean. At one stroke 
it robbed the British in the Middle East of the powerful support 
of the French army in Syria and the French Mediterranean fleet, 
while bringing large Italian forces into action against them. 
When Italy declared war on 10 June 1940 she had some 215,000 
troops in Libya with a powerful air force. 80,000 Italians were 
massed on the Egyptian frontier at the end of the 1,000-mile-long 
Libyan desert road. Facing them were some 50,000 British, In- 
dian, Australian and New Zealand troops under General Wavell. 
The Egyptian army had three battalions with some artillery in the 
Mersa Matruh sector. The Aly Maher government, in an effort 
to avert involvement in war with Italy, had ordered Egyptian 
forces to withdraw from he immediate frontier areas and to 
take no offensive action unless Italy invaded Egyptian territory 
or bombed Egyptian cities. 

Under the pressures of war, th'* velvet glove of Egyptian 
political independence put over the British military presence in 
Egypt by the 1936 Treaty was beginning to wear thin. On 22 
June 1940 Aly Maher was dismissed by the king under British 
pressure because of his reluctance to take security measures 
against Italian nationals in Egypt. The Egyptian chief of staff. 
Genera] Aziz a 1 Misry, a pan-Arab nationalist of Turco-Circassian 
origin, who had been early put on indefinite ‘sick leave’, was 
finally dismissed in August 1940 at the request of the British who 
suspected him of pro-Axis sympathies. 19 

As the Italian offensive in September 1940 penetrated to Sidi 
Barrani, sixty-five miles inside Egypt, some of the nationalist 
officers, chiefly Anwar es-Sadat, began secret contacts with the 
Italians. Their aim was to plan a coup in Cairo to coincide with a 
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possible expulsion of the British by the advancing Italians. For 
this purpose Sadat, acting, so he says, on the instructions of his 
‘Revolutionary Committee*, got in touch with the leader of the 
Muslim Brotherhood, Sheikh Hassan el Banna, and General 
Aziz al Misry. 20 

These plans led to no serious action, and by December 1940 
Wavell had driven the Italians out of Egypt and back to Tripoli- 
tania. But Sadat’s contacts bore later fruit. They established 
between the Muslim Brothers and Nasser’s group of army 
officers a long, important and finally violent relationship of 
fluctuating intensity: Sadat became one of the principal links 
between the two groups, though he was not a member of the 
Brotherhood, and many other influential officers were either 
members or sympathizers. By that time the Muslim Brotherhood 
had ceased to be merely a religious or moral revivalist movement. 
It had begun to see itself as a political force with a large mass 
influence and had formed a secret paramilitary organization. 
Sadat found el Banna ‘at once fanatical and clear-thinking’, 
with a ‘surprising intuitive grasp of the problems facing Egypt’. 
He saw in the Brotherhood at that time a potentially useful mass 
support for a future army insurrection. 21 Nasser himself had 
already met Hassan el Banna in Alexandria but had never 
become a member of the Brotherhood. 22 

Sadat does not identify the ‘Revolutionary Committee’ on 
whose orders he made these contacts but it seems likely to have 
been one of several fluid groups of nationalist malcontents 
in the army. Its contacts with Nasser, then far away in Khartoum, 
were probably extremely tenuous. 

By the spring of 1941 the Axis forces in Libya, now reinforced 
by the Germans and commanded by Rommel, had driven the 
British back again and besieged Tobruk. Sadat’s nationalist 
group were then in touch with Rommel’s agents to seek help for 
an Egyptian coup to link up with the revolt of Rashid Ali al* 
Ghailani in Iraq. 23 Aziz al Misry, who had earlier been contacted 
by the Germans , was sceptical about the Iraqi rebels but decided 
himself togo to Beirut, then under Vichy French control, to contact 
the German armistice commission there. He tried unsuccessfully to 
leave Egypt by submarine and then on a plane piloted by nationalist 
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air force officers who were later prominent in the revolutionary 
regime. But the plane crashed soon after take off and al Misry 
was arrested. He claimed to have taken this initiative only after 
having offered the British cooperation in return for a pro-Arab 
settlement of the Palestine question, an offer which the British 
rejected. 24 He was later sentenced to a mild prison term for 
conspiring to endanger the security of the state. 

After the Aziz al Misry fiasco, the Egyptian army conspirators 
seemed at a dead end. Nasser wrote dolefully from Khartoum to 
his friend Hassan el Nashaar in August 1941 about his failure 
to make any headway with his Egyptian colleagues there: 

My fault is to be frank. I know nothing about flattery or deviousness. 

I don’t run after my superiors. . . . Being the only one, in this milieu, 
who believes in conscience and fidelity, I am persecuted. . . . Do you 
remember our plans of reform which were to be carried out in ten 
years? Now 1 think they will need a thousand years. 

Nasser and his friends dreamed and planned reform and 
revolution for Egypt as other young men dream of fame, fortune, 
writing novels, making a million dollars, marrying a beautiful 
girl. 

Nasser returned to Egypt at the end of 1941. He was again 
nearer the centre of events and able to be in closer touch with 
the other nationalist officers. He was stationed at first at Al 
Alamein, then a boring desert post sixty miles west of Alexandria 
and still far behind the battle line. But when Rommel launched 
his new offensive at the beginning of 1942, there was growing 
unrest in Egypt encouraged not by the young officers but by a 
pro-Axis clique inside the palace. Axis propaganda was intense 
and there was considerable economic discontent; food and other 
goods were in short supply, owing partly to lack of shipping for 
imports. Students of Al Azhar university, encouraged by the 
Muslim Brothers and the palace group, demonstrated in favour 
of Rommel and called for the return of Aly Maher. The stage 
was set for another and more dramatic British political interven- 
tion which was to have unexpected, far-reaching effects on the 
future of Egypt, on Anglo-Egyptian relations and on Nasser's 
career. 
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In January 1942 the Egyptian government under Hussein Sirry 
Pasha broke off relations with Vichy France at British insistence. 
King Farouk was away from Cairo when the decision was taken. 
He objected that he had not been consulted and demanded the 
resignation of the Foreign Minister. The Hussein Sirry govern- 
ment resigned on 2 February and a political crisis developed. The 
British feared the king was planning to bring back Aly Maher 
to head a more pro-Axis or neutralist government or to control 
it from behind the scenes. The British ambassador. Sir Miles 
Lampson, urged the king on 3 February instead to form a new 
government headed by Nahas Pasha, the Wafdist leader. The 
British believed the Wafd, the party with the strongest popular 
following, to be the only Egyptian group able and ready to hold 
the country in alliance with the British and to control popular 
unrest in the face of the growing Axis military threat. 

To enforce his demand, the British ambassador sent an ulti- 
matum to the palace at midday on 4 February stating, ‘Unless 
I hear by 6 p.m. that Nahas Pasha has been asked to form a 
cabinet, his Majesty King Farouk must expect the consequences \ 
A meeting of party leaders and elder statesmen called by Farouk 
at the Abdin Palace in Cairo at 3 p.m. that afternoon agreed to 
form a coalition under Nahas but also signed a protest note to 
be sent in reply to the British ultimatum. The message, in the 
name of the President of the Chamber of Deputies, protested 
at ‘this aggression against the independence of Egypt’. This move 
may have been intended to provide a more dignified and face* 
saving preparation for eventual acceptance of the British demand. 
But Lampson, an overbearing and impatient man, decided on 
immediate and drastic action, since technically his ultimatum had 
not been complied with. A battalion of British troops with a 
section of armoured cars surrounded the Abdin Palace. Then at 
9 p.m. Lampson accompanied by General R. G. W. H. Stone, 
tbeooc British troops Egypt, and escorted by a specially selected 
platoon of officer cadets in light armoured vehicles, drove up 
to the palace through the main entrance. There was no resistance 
from the palace guards and the ambassador’s party were taken 
fort to a waiting room and then to the king’s study. But, accord- 
ing to one version, the gates had to be forced open by the 
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armoured vehicles and the officers of the guard disarmed, after 
which Lampson rushed quickly up to the king’s study, flanked by 
two South African adcs with drawn revolvers, brushing the 
palace attendants aside. Farouk is said to have stationed three 
Albanian guards with pistols behind the curtain of his study 
door. 25 

In the event, the violence of the scene was only mental and 
moral. The ambassador told the king he must appoint Nahas 
prime minister with a free hand to choose his own cabinet or he 
must himself abdicate. After a moment’s hesitation the king 
agreed to the British terms. 

The Wafd was indeed still the most popular party in Egypt 
and it proved an effective ally for the British war effort during 
the next critical period of the war when the Axis armies under 
Rommel penetrated to A1 Alamein, when the British were con- 
sidering evacuating their headquarters from Cairo and the Allied 
cause was at a low ebb all round the world. But the method by 
which the British ambassador put Nahas into power and thus 
secured this vital short-term gain (whether the method was 
necessary is still a matter of controversy) was to have the long- 
term effect of de^t rowing almost the whole of the established 
political structure of Egypt and its relations with Britain. It 
opened the way for the next wave of revolutionary nationalism 
which was to overthrow the king, the Wafd and the British 
alliance. It undermined the nationalist reputation of the Wafd 
because Nahas had accepted office with British backing; it 
destroyed both the king's own morale and his popular influence 
and showed that the 1936 Treaty was built on force not friend- 
ship. 

The ‘Abdin Palace coup' is a striding example of how differ- 
ently nations see the significance of the same event. Most English 
people have probably never even heard of it: for those who have. 
It is simply a footnote to a long imperial history, and one minor 
incident in a great war for national survival. But to the Egyptians 
at the time this was a national humiliation and disaster, and 
4 February 1942 has since become a cardinal date in their modern 
history. 

Nasser, like other army officers, reacted with fury to the 
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Abdin Palace coup , not because of any love for the king but 
because he saw it as an insult to the whole country. General 
Mohammed Neguib, later the public leader of the 1952 coup and 
then a lieutenant-colonel of infantry, sent a letter of resignation 
to Farouk, which the king refused to accept. 26 

Some of the revolutionary officers met in Cairo to discuss 
possible retaliation against the British but more cautious coun- 
sels prevailed. Nothing serious could be done. The revolutionary 
movement in the army was nevertheless given a new impetus. 
‘Abdul Nasser and Adbul Hakim Amer determined that Egypt 
must never again suffer such a humiliation. The real revolutionary 
conspiracy dates back to this time. The movement had now 
passed from the theoretic to the militant phase.’ 27 

Nasser’s first reaction was a feeling of shame that the army 
had not acted at once against the coup. Ten days later, after he 
had heard more details about it, he wrote to his friend Hassan el 
Nashaar: 

I have received your letter and what it tells me makes me boil with 
anger. But what is to be done in the face of the fait accompli‘l We have 
accepted everything with resignation. In fact ^believe the English were 
playing with only one trump card in their hands. They only wanted to 
threaten us. If they had felt there were some Egyptians who intended to 
shed their blood and to oppose force to force, they would have with- 
drawn like prostitutes. It is their way of acting, it is their habit. As for 
us, as for the army, this event has been a deep shock; hitherto the 
officers talked only of enjoyment and pleasure. Now they talk of sacri- 
fice and of defending dignity at the cost of their lives. . . . You see them 
repenting of not having intervened in spite of their obvious weakness 
to restore the country’s dignity and cleanse its honour in blood. But the 
future is ours. 

The coup , added Nasser, was ‘a severe lesson’ which taught 
the army that ’there is something which is called dignity that 
one must be ready to defend’. 28 

Many of Nasser’s characteristics can be seen in this angry 
fetter - his passionate pride and attachment to the idea of 
national dignity; his coupling of angry emotion with a calculation 
of the power situation; and his readiness to wait and plan 
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patiently for a more favourable moment to react, as was shown 
in his subsequent activities. 

Nasser concentrated on quietly recruiting officers for the 
underground revolutionary movement, but for a few months it 
looked as though a chance for quick action might have co*"*e. In 
the summer of 1942 Rommel’s advance into Egypt and the 
German sweep into the Caucasus seemed to threaten an early 
Allied defeat and the loss of the whole Middle East. The revolu- 
tionary group in the Egyptian army worked out a plan to profit 
from this situation. They would carry out a military coup In 
Cairo to replace Nahas Pasha by Aly Maher and join up with 
the advancing Axis forces to drive the British out of Egypt. The 
plan depended partly on internal support from the Muslim 
Brothers and external liaison with the Germans. Anwar es-Sadat 
was the leading spirit in making both these contacts and neither 
was successful. The Supreme Guide of the Brotherhood, Hassan 
el Banna, was friendly but non-committal. He ended by suggesting 
that the army officers join the Brotherhood - a proposal Sadat 
rejected because 1 the ideology of the Brotherhood was essentially 
different from ours and [that] the merger would be virtual suicide 
for our party’. 29 

With the Germans, Sadat was even more unlucky. Rommel sent 
two agents to Cairo in June 1942 who contacted Sadat through 
another army officer. Major Hassan Ezzat. One of the agents, 
Hans Appier, alias Hussein Gaafar. was the son of a German 
mother and an Egyptian stepfather, who had been educated 
in Egypt and spoke perfect Arabic. He and his companion drove 
through the British desert lines via the Siwa oasis, dressed in 
British uniform and in a British vehicle, bringing with them a 
radio transmitter and £40,000 in false banknotes. But in other 
respects they seem to have been an il. equipped and amateur pair 
of spies. They set up headquarters in a houseboat next to that 
of one of Cairo's most famous belly-dancers and began to spend 
their money in high living. They soon attracted attention and 
were quickly arrested by British Intelligence. According to 
Sadat's story, the two German spies talked after Winston 
Churchill, then in Cairo in August 1942 on his way to the Mos- 
cow conference, had personally interviewed them and promised to 
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spate their lives. 30 Sadat was then arrested, tried before a special 
court composed of two British Intelligence officers and one 
Egyptian police officer and on 8 October 1942 sentenced to be 
cashiered and im prisoned in a detention camp at Minah. Sadat 
had managed to conceal his connexions with the army revolu- 
tionary group. 

Nasser himself was no longer in Egypt while Sadat’s adventure 
with the two German spies was taking place. He had been pro- 
moted captain and posted back to the Sudan on 9 September 
1942. By the time he returned to Cairo on 7 February 1943, on 
appointment as an instructor at the Military Academy, the war 
situation had been radically transformed and with it the immedi- 
ate prospects of the army revolutionaries. By May 1943 the 
Germans and Italians had been driven completely out of Africa 
and the Caucasus. In the course of that year it became clear that 
the Allies would eventually win the war. Though heavy lighting 
still lay ahead in Europe and the Far East, the Axis threat to the 
Middle East was over. 

This prospect led the nationalists in Egypt and elsewhere in the 
Arab world to two conclusions. First, the more extreme gave up 
hope of getting rid of the old conquerors, the British and French, 
with the help of their enemies. They believed they had now to 
rely on themselves, though some already saw in the Americans 
and even the Russians possible future instruments of pressure on 
Britain and France. Secondly, it was time to start staking out 
political claims for the post-war period. For, apart from those, 
such as Rashid Ali in Iraq, the Mufti of Jerusalem, and a small 
group of young officers in Egypt, who had gambled on an Axis 
victory, the majority of Arab leaders and Arab public opinion 
had backed the Allies or remained at least benevolently neutral, 
partly in the hope that this cooperation w r ould not only ensure 
survival but also bring eventual post-war political recognition. 
The rewards they sought were full post-war independence for 
those Arab states still under mandate or restrictive treaties and 
above all an assurance that the British policy for Palestine drawn 
up in the White Paper of 1939 would not be abandoned under 
Zionist pressure. The full Arab claim in Palestine was for the 
immediate creation of an independent state with an Arab 
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majority. Their minimum demand was for the fulfilment of the 
White Paper. This would have made Jewish immigration eventu- 
ally subject to Arab consent. It would thus have ensured that, 
unless the Arabs improbably agreed, Palestine would never have a 
Jewish majority and so never become a Jewish state. It was partly 
on the assumption that the White Paper would be carried out - 
and partly from exhaustion in their struggle - that the Palestine 
Arab rebels had accepted a tacit truce at the outbreak of the war. 

To compete with Axis propaganda, to ensure Arab cooperation 
and so to free the all-too-few Allied troops from local security 
worries, and to facilitate the seizure of Syria and the Lebanon 
from Vichy French control, British policy had shown sympathy 
with Arab national aims in general terms while seeking to avoid 
specific commitments. The most generous British promises were 
made - and, more surprisingly, carried out - to those Arab 
people who were under the control of others - to the Senussi of 
Libya who were promised freedom from Italian colonization and 
future independence: to Syria and the Lebanon, promised an 
independence which was achieved on paper by 1943 but not in 
practice until the departure of French and British troops in 1946. 
But attempts by Egyptian moderate nationalist leaders to secure 
promises of British withdrawal after the war as a quid pro quo 
for the present fulfilment of the 1936 Treaty had brought no 
concessions or promises from the British. Egypt, the British 
appeared to think, should be grateful enough for having secured 
British military protection and the war had shown the value of 
the Treaty to both countries. The British government had also 
evaded attempts by Arab leaders, especially Nuri es-Said of Iraq, 
to pin them down to a firm pledge about the fulfilment of the 
Palestine White Paper. Churchill did not approve of the White 
Paper. He had always been a keen Zionist, seeing a Jewish state 
in Palestine not only as good for the Jews but also as a valuable 
British imperial stronghold and ally in the Middle East. More- 
over, while the White Paper, in spite of Churchill’s views, 
remained official British policy in Palestine, it was becoming in- 
creasingly difficult for the British government to apply it Reports 
were gradually leaking out of the terrible massacres of Jews fay 
(he Germans in Europe. The political and moral pressure on the 
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British government to open the doors of Palestine to greater 
Jewish immigration was fast increasing. It was backed both by 
American Jewry and by the development of a powerful Jewish 
underground military organization in Palestine which was 
encouraging illegal immigration and preparing itself for armed 
revolt if necessary against the White Paper policy. 

As early as 1942, a crucial year for Allied fortunes in the Middle 
East and for the future of Egyptian nationalism, the Zionist 
movement also reached a historic turning point. At the confer- 
ence held at the Biltmore Hotel in New York on 9-11 May 1942, 
a meeting of international Zionist leaders adopted the programme 
advocated by David Ben Gurion, then chairman of the Jewish 
Agency for Palestine, of working for the immediate establish- 
ment of a Jewish state in Palestine and unlimited immigration 
under Jewish Agency control. This was a reversal of the earlier 
Fabian tactics of Dr Chaim Weizmann whose policy 4iad been 
to let a Jewish state gradually evolve de facto by building up a 
Jewish majority through immigration while Britain remained 
the governing mandatory power. Ben Gurion’s policy sprang not 
merely from the new urgency created by the Jewish holocaust in 
Europe. It was also based on the assumption that the Zionists 
could no longer count on British protection to enable them to 
build a majority gradually by immigration. For the White Paper 
had put British power behind a policy of restricting immigration 
and preserving an Arab majority. Logically therefore a Jewish 
majority and a Jewish state would now have to be built in defiance 
of the British as well as the Arabs. Already in the later years of 
the war, the Jewish authorities had begun to develop and streng- 
then their underground military arm, Haganah, originally set up 
to protect Jews from Arab attack. From 1943 onwards two more 
extreme military organizations also developed their activities - 
the hrgun Zvai Leumi, an offshoot of the Revisionist Party, an 
extreme right-wing Zionist group, and the Stern Group, a strange 
little band of fanatical nationalists, left-wingers and religious 
mystics. By 1944 these two organizations had begun terrorist 
attacks, firing the first shots in what was to develop into a general 
Jewish revolt. 

One placatory British gesture towards the Arabs was to en- 
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courage moves for Arab unity for which Anthony Eden, as 
Foreign Secretary, had formally expressed British sympathy in 
a declaration in May 1941 . It was with British blessing that the 
Egyptian premier, Nahas Pasha, took the initiative in July 1943 
in calling for a meeting of Arab states in Alexandria to discuss the 
formation of an Arab League. The protocol agreeing to establish 
the League was signed on 8 October 1944. (The League and its 
Charter were not effectively established until 22 March 1945, 
following a meeting at Yenbo between King Farouk and King 
Ibn Saud.) But the very next day the Nahas government was 
dismissed by King Farouk. The British, who had intervened 
before to prop up Nahas, now let him fall. The worst of the war 
was over and the Wafd government had become increasingly un- 
popular. 

There was a despondent lull in the activities of the army 
revolutionaries. In November 1944 Sadat escaped from jail and 
went underground with the police on his tracks. This was also a 
time of preparation for Nasser, for both his career and his private 
life. At the Military Academy Nasser was instructing in small 
arms and tactics and studying to prepare for his own entry into 
the Staff College. His friend, Amer, was an instructor in the Army 
School of Administration. They both used their contacts with the 
cadets to recruit promising young men to the secret movement. 
Khaled Mohieddin was one of Nasser's recruits at this time. He 
has described his meeting with Nasser - ‘a proud man, conscious 
of his dignity and respectful of that of others’. 31 

Nasser and Amer used to visit the house of a friend, Abdul 
Hamid Kazem, owner of a small rug factory, who lived near 
Abbassia in the same district as the Military Academy. Kazem 
was the son of a successful tea merchant of Iran ian nationality and 
a friend of Nasser's uncle, Khalil Hussein. His mother and one 
sister were dead but another sister, Tahia, was living with him. 
She was pretty, dark-haired, quiet and comfortably off, for her 
father had left her about £800 a year ($200 a month) income from 
stocks and shares. Nasser married Tahia about a year after their 
first meeting, when she was twenty-two and he was twenty-six. 
She was an educated girl but from a conservative middle-class 
family. She was to provide a calm and stable family background 
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for Nasser's hectic conspiratorial activities and later for his open 
political life. 

According to Nasser she had discovered within three months 
of their marriage that 'something fishy was going on'. 32 But she 
was discreet, did not gossip or ask (jbestions; on occasion she 
would help by carrying messages for the conspirators. Her main 
preoccupation was with her home and her children of whom 
there were eventually to be five. Even when Nasser had emerged 
into public life and fame, she remained quietly in the background 
in the traditional Muslim manner, and was scarcely known to the 
Egyptian public. 



Chapter 3 

Disillusion, Defeat and Conspiracy, 1946-9 


When the Second World War ended, Nasser was aged twenty- 
seven, married and heginning to found a family. He was well 
advanced in his profession, a captain on the threshold of the Staff 
College, a conscientious and able officer with a strong personality 
and a studious turn of mind, but no combat experience. In the 
greatest war of model n times in which his ow n country had been 
one of the key objectives and battlefields, he had been only a 
spectator. His sympathies had not been seriously engaged on 
either side, but politically he, or at least some of his group, had 
seen a chance of national liberation through the defeat or weaken- 
ing of the British whom they regarded as their dominators rather 
than protectors. Like others more eminent and better informed, 
they had miscalculated the world forces involved. The world 
which Nasser and his friends saw round them after the war was 
not one of hopes fulfilled and dreams of the future. It was a world 
of disillusion with a hangover of old ills and injustices which 
they seemed powerless to ro n edy - at least for years to come. 

Outwardly Nasser was a quiet, leserved professional soldier. 
He lived in a small house near the Military Academy in a Cairo 
suburb and spent his spare time reading, studying, going to the 
cinema and meeting his fellow -officers and friends. Inwardly he 
was seething with wcli-concealed political passions. Secretly he 
was beginning to plan a revolutionary organization to give these 
feelings eventual public expression. It is doubtful whether he bad 
then a dear long-term plan in his mind, or any definite objective, 
except to get the British out of Egypt, i. *t his angry resentment 
and frustration at what he saw as the continued subjugation of 
Egypt at the end of a war supposedly for freedom, was echoed 
in the country round him and throughout the Middle East. 

For Egypt was once more in revolutionary ferment. The 
national revolution, which had begun in 1919 and then subsided 
as a result of the 1936 Treaty and the war, had begun its second 
wave which was to break with the army coup in July 1952. 

Egypt had emerged from the Second World War in a strange 
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position. She was neither victor nor vanquished nor neutral. 
Like Turkey, she had belatedly declared war on Germany and 
Japan in January 1945 to secure a seat at the United Nations. 
The declaration had cost the lifif of her prime minister, Aly 
Maher, assassinated as he came out of parliament by a young 
nationalist lawyer. Egypt’s war record as a reluctant ally had been 
a mixture of double-dealing and of courageous cooperation with 
the British at the worst time of crisis. Superficially her situation 
in 1945 was very different from that of 1919. She was at least 
nominally an independent sovereign state with a king and a 
parliament. So that on paper at least the two main aims of the 
1919 revolution - independence and constitutional government - 
had been achieved. But in other ways she seemed to have re- 
gressed to the 1919 situation. British troops were still all over 
Egypt in large numbers - not merely in the Caual Zone and 
limited to 10,000 as the 19Jft Treaty stipulated. 

T l ere was the inevitable friction between foreign troops and 
local inhabitants, magnified by the fact that the Allied troops 
usually saw only the seamiest side of a very poor country. To 
most British soldiers the 1 gvptians were simply *wogs\ despic- 
able, dirty, treacherous - a mental legacy which, when these 
troops returned home, continued to bedevil Anglo-L'gypmr, 
relations for years after. 

The Abdin Palace affair of February 1942 was only the chief 
of many incidents which seemed to show that both Egypt’s 
internal constitution and her international sovereignty were a 
sham. The British were still the rc.il masters. Even Egypt’s 
economic gains were partly an illusion. Her industries had 
developed, but the cost of living had risen sharply. The £300 
million sterling balances earned by Egy pt during the war were 
blocked by Britain who doled them out to suit her economic 
convenience or her political purpose. The end of the war-iimc 
boom meant more unemployment. 

The old parties and the political system were discredited: in 
the eyes of the younger generation they had achieved neither of 
the aims of the 1919 revolution ~ neither complete national 
independence nor a genuine constitutional system. To these aims 
there had been added in recent years the need for solutions 10 
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Egypt’s growing social and economic problems: the growth of 
her cities and her population, the effects of her increasing in- 
dustrialization. Then there were new problems posed abroad by 
the semi-responsibility assumed by Egypt and other Arab states 
for their foreign policies, the most urgent of these problems being 
Palestine. 

The new wave of the revolution was aimed at making Egypt’s 
sham independence real, at finding a political system that was 
both effective, representative and capable of dealing with the 
crushing problems of Health, education, housing, employment; 
and at developing Egypt's leading role in the newly emerging 
Arab world. In the process educated Egyptians sought above all a 
self-esteem which they had lost from half u century of frustrated 
struggle and disillusion. 

The new political movements in Egypt drew their inspiration 
from a variety of sources. The most important were the Islamic 
revivalism of the Muslim Brothers and the growing left-wing 
groups which stretched across a wide spectrum from the small 
clandestine Communist party, through fellow-travellers, ’peace 
partisans* and struggling labour unions to the social democratic 
left of the Wafdist youth. Th*- left had been stimulated both by 
the wartime respectability and performance of Russia as an ally 
and also by the growth of socialist idc«>s in Britain and Weston 
Europe. The originally Fascist-inspired ‘Young Egypt' move- 
ment of Ahmed Hussein had also switched to a more left-wing 
nationalist line and changed its name to the Islamic Socialist 
Party. On the extreme secular right were the survivors of the old 
National Party of Mustafa Kamil. All these groups had some- 
thing in common. They all hated Western imperialism and wanted 
to get rid of the British military presence once and for all. Their 
deep suspicion of British motives and influence everywhere 
led them to advocate a mistaken policy of asserting Egyptian 
sovereignty over the Sudan, an error compounded by King 
Farouk's own royal vanity. They were contemptuous of the 
Egyptian parliamentary system as a sham structure based on 
collaboration with the British (.though the Muslim Brothers were 
willing at times to cooperate with the King and even some of the 
revolutionary officers still nursed hopes of a rejuvenated Wafdk 
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Most of than, especially on the Islamic nationalist right had in 
common a taste for violence and conspiracy and a new awareness 
of social as well as political problems. Another feature of these 
movements was their new type of leadership. The old parties, in- 
cluding the Wafd, had drawn their leadership chiefly from fhp elite 
of land-owners and the upper strata of the official and professional 
classes which had emerged under the Khedives and Cromer. Now 
there were leaders from humbler social layers, more middle-class 
professional men, merchants and some workers. 

What was the role of the army and of Nasser’s group in this 
ferment? 

Most of the accounts of the development of Nasser’s secret 
army movement written by its members after the revolution, such 
as that in Anwar es-Sadat’s Revolt on the Nile give a picture of a 
clear, consistent, planned development under Nasser’s far- 
sighted leadership, which it probably did not have. Nasser’s own 
account gives perhaps more convincingly the flavour df confu- 
sion, improvisation and groping for ideas and means of action 
which were typical of the atmosphere of Egypt at that time. Sadat, 
for example, with some vagueness about dates and sequences of 
events, describes how the year 1945 ‘saw the opening of a new 
phase in the history of our secret preparations. . . . From now 
on, our actions were controlled by a carefully-thought-out plan, 
aiming at a specific target. . . . Gamal Abdul Nasser was taking 
careful stock of the situation, choosing the moment when he 
would give the signal and the fight for freedom would begin.’ 
Nasser, says Sadat, was working on a theory of gradual infiltra- 
tion and refused to rush things. He quickly vetoed a proposal by 
Sadat to blow up the British embassy and everyone in it after 
rumours that the ambassador. Sir Miles Lampson, had snubbed 
the prime minister, Mohammed Nokrashy Pasha, when he 
called to remind him of Egypt’s national claims. Nasser recalled 
the British reprisals after the murder of Sir Lee Stack, Sirdar of 
the Egyptian army, in 1924. 1 

Nasser’s group had at first been divided into two sections, a 
military section under Nasser himself and a civilian section 
headed by Sadat. Nasser also devised an administrative system 
for the movement, dividing it into five sections dealing with 
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economic affairs, combat personnel, security, terrorism and 
propaganda. It is difficult to know just bow seriously to take all 
this. The ‘economic section’, for example, was not to deal with 
future economic policy but with the finances of the movement 
itself and to help the families of any member sent to prison. The 
most violent action of the terrorist section, according to Sadat, 
was when a coastguard officer threw a shoe at Nahas Pasha, the 
Wafdist leader! Later, not long before the 1952 revolution, 
Nasser and others did make an unsuccessful attempt to kill 
General Hussein Sirry Amer, the most hated and corrupt man 
in the army. There is a long emotional passage in Nasser’s book 
The Philosophy of the Revolution describing the ambush and his 
remorse afterwards as he heard the screams of the women and 
children in the intended victim’s house. He tells of his relief at 
hearing that the victim had survived and his reinforced conviction 
that assassination was not the answer to the country’s problem. 
Previously, he recalls, he and his colleagues had seriously con- 
sidered a plan to assassinate the king and some thirty of the 
leading politicians associated with him, but had rejected it. 

The propaganda section was hampered by the need for secrecy 
and relied on personal contacts and discussions. It was not until 
in 1949, after the Palestine war, when the movement had grown 
bigger, that it came out in the open sufficiently to distribute 
mimeographed tracts signed ‘Free Officers*. The most important 
sections appear to have been ‘Security’, which vetted new 
recruits, and ‘Combat Personnel*, which was responsible for 
arms and training. The cell organization, which began after the 
war, developed seriously only after 1949. There were cells of five 
members in which each member knew only his own cell-members 
and those others whom he had personally recruited to form 
another cell. Liaison was established with each branch of the 
army. Only Nasser and Abdul Hakim Amer knew the exact num- 
ber and the names of all the members. 2 At its peak the movement 
probably had about 1,000 members of whom several hundred 
were in the army though of these perhaps not more than one or 
two hundred were really active. Each member made a monthly 
contribution to an emergency fund. With these meagre funds, 
supplemented by windfalls such as ihe proceeds of the sale of 
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fhe mang o harvest from the farm owned by the retired General 
Aziz al Misty, their ‘spiritual mentor’, they set up a small secret 
workshop in which they made revolvers and manufactured 
Molotov cocktails out of tens of thousands of Coca-Cola 
bottles. 3 

There is also uncertainty about the Sombat personnel section 
and the movement’s relations with the Muslim Brotherhood. 
Nasser’s group contained several officers who were also members 
of the Muslim Brotherhood or sympathizers with it. Nasser had 
rejected a merger with the Brotherhood but agreed to cooperate 
in military training. This cooperation appears to have been 
sketchy because the army officers resented the unquestioning 
obedience demanded by the Muslim Brotherhood's Supreme 
Guide and the vagueness of his aims. It was closest when volun- 
teers from Egypt were preparing to go to fight in Palestine in 
support of the Arab irregulars at the end of 1947. It was broken 
off when the Muslim Brothers took increasingly to terrorism and 
were suppTC&sed by the government. 

Thus, at least during the first post-war years, Nasser’s group 
was probably one of several within the army and was not very 
extensive, coherent or influential. The main opposition force in 
Egypt at that time within the parliamentary system was still the 
Wafd, though it had begun to be a party dominated by rich men 
and to lose some of its popular roots. The main revolutionary 
force outside parliament was the ‘anti-imperialist front’ stretch- 
ing from Muslim Brothers to Communists which evolved rapidly 
and violently as Britain and official Egypt once more failed to find 
a military and diplomatic modus vivendi to match the passionate 
hopes and fears of the times. 

On 20 December 1945 Mohammed Nokrashy Pasha, who had 
succeeded his murdered friend and colleague, Aly Maher, as 
premier, approached the British officially to negotiate a revision 
of the 1936 Treaty. Egypt’s claims had already hardened. Under 
nationalist pressure Nokrashy was demanding the complete and 
immediate withdrawal of British troops from Egypt and the Sudan 
and the unity of the two countries under the Egyptian Crown. 
The demands were popularly expressed in the slogans of ‘ Evacua- 
tion* and 'Unity of the Nile Valley’. The emphasis on the Sudan 
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had been increased. King Farouk was anxious to assert his title 
to the Sudan. Egyptians were also suspicious that the moves 
already made towards self-government in the Sudan were part of 
a British plan to circumvent Egyptian rights in the condominium 
there and set up a separate Sudanese state linked exclusively 
with Britain. Out of office, the Wafd, supported by the left-wing 
and the Muslim Brothers, moved further towards a policy of 
neutrality. It rejected any new alliance or joint defence arrange- 
ment with Britain or even any negotiations on these topics. 

Nokrashy’s proposal to the British was coldly received. The 
British agreed to talks but declared their belief that the events of 
the war had shown the soundness of the principles on winch the 
1936 Treaty was based. The reply was doubly disappointing 
because it came from the newly elected Labour government in 
London of which the Egyptians had high hopes. It led to serious 
student riots in Cairo in which there were 170 casualties from 
police fire at the ‘Abbas Bridge Massacre’, and riots by workers 
in Alexandria and elsewhere. There had already been large-scale 
industrial strikes as well as bomb outrages and other attacks on 
British troops. Some British forces were still in Cairo and 
Alexandria. 

Nokrashy was forced to resign and was replaced by Ismail 
Sidky Pasha, the strong man of the 1930s, still intelligent and 
ruthless, but now aged seventy-one ;md in poor health. Sidky, 
while suppressing agitation with his usual iron hand and trying 
to deal with some of the country’s economic problems, opened 
negotiations with the British. 

The talks took place against the background of a rapidly 
changing situation in the Middle East and throughout the world. 
In 1919 the Egyptians were dealing only with Britain. France was 
absorbed with her share of the Ottoman spoils in the Levant. 
America and Russia were hardly in the Middle East picture. 
Egypt then had little political connexion with the rest of the 
Arab world. Now France had gone from the Middle East al- 
together and America and Russia had begun to take a serious 
interest in the area. A new system of Arab states of varying de- 
grees of independence was emerging. Although Egypt, with 
British encouragement, had assumed the leadership of the new 
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Arab League, she was herself not yet as independent as Syria and 
the Lebanon from which French troops had reluctantly departed 
under British pressure. Iraq and Jordan were, like Egypt, 
nominally independent but tied by treaties to Britain. Libya had 
been promised freedom. In Palestine,. 650,000 Jews had estab- 
lished themselves and, driven into fierdfc desperation by Hitler’s 
massacres, were in revolt against Britain, demanding statehood, 
while the Palestine Arab majority claimed at least the same de- 
gree of independence that had been accorded to other Arab 
states. 

The anti-imperialist revolt in the Middle East was part of a 
vast uprising throughout Asia against European rule - especially 
in India, Indonesia and Indochina. At the other end of the Arab 
world the French were struggling to reimpose their rule in North 
Africa. 

Yet for a short time - perhaps a year or two - after th^ Second 
World War, Britain’s power over most of the Middle East and 
the Arab World was complete and real. If used swiftly and with 
imagination it might then have produced a general political 
settlement comparable with that achieved in India and Pakistan - 
or at least everywhere in the Middle East outside Palestine, 
thereby also perhaps limiting the effects of the Palestine conflict. 
But the baas of this power was fragile and evanescent. The British 
economy, impoverished by the war, could not support the British 
military machine in the Middle East for long, especially after the 
withdrawal from India and the loss of the Indian army. Britain 
was forced to call on the United States for help in dealing with 
the civil war in Greece, and in backing Turkey and Persia against 
post-war Russian pressure. Hus help and the economic aid she 
needed herself, also meant that Britain must pay greater attention 
to American views on Palestine and face the fact of A merican 
public and political support for Zionism. 

# Henceforward, the Palestine problem and its later manifesta- 
tion as a conflict between Israel and the Arab states were to 
become inextricably interwoven with the relations of Eg ypt 
and the Arabs with Britain and the Western Powers and also with 
the relations between the Arab states themselves. The Palestine 
dispute was one of the chief obstacles to the gener al Middle 



Disillusion, Defeat and Conspiracy 71 

East policy initiated by Ernest Bevin, the British Labour Foreign 
Secretary and carried on in broad outline by his successors. This 
aimed at putting Britain’s relations with the Arab states on a 
more equal and cooperative footing by a new system of treaties 
which would have involved the withdrawal in peace-time of all 
or most of the British forces from those states. But the biggest 
obstacle of all in Britain’s dealings with Egypt was not Palestine 
but the fact that she still over-estimated her own strength. She 
had still only partially realized the underlying change in ha 
power position in the Middle East. She still counted on being 
able to fall back on her existing military positions, her bases and 
old treaties, if her terms for revised alliances were not accepted. 
She had not realized that once she was no longer able or willing 
to rule by force she could only usefully keep her troops in Arab 
states by consent based on the persuasion of common interests. 
Lord Stansgate, who led the first British treaty delegation to 
Egypt in 1948, later said that ‘If we had accepted the principle 
that our troops would only be in Egypt by consent of the Egyp- 
tian Government, there would have been agreement in a month’. 
Whatever the legal niceties on either side about the continuation 
of the 1936 Treaty in Egypt, for example, the political and milit- 
ary realities were - or shouM have been - quite clear. An army 
which stays on the territory of another sovereign state without 
that state’s consent and in defiance of its request to leave be- 
comes, in practice if not in law, an occupying and not an allusd 
force. Such a force and the state to which it belongs has to be 
strong enough to take over the occupied country entirely in the 
last resort or else find itself a beleaguered garrison, a strategic 
liability rather than an asset. The first people to demonstrate this 
fact in the post-war Middle East were not the Egyptians or the 
Arabs but the Palestine Jews. In Egypt the British were not strong 
enough to take over Egypt and govern it themselves. But they 
were strong enough to resist physical eviction, to inflict damage 
on those who tried to drive them out, and to make Egypt un- 
governable by anyone else. No post-war Egyptian government 
could survive for long which did not at least attempt to obtain 
the withdrawal of British troops. Since none of them was strong 
enough to drive the British out they had only two other courses 
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open to them. They could either pay a political and military price 
in negotiation for the British withdrawal or they could try so to 
limit the usefulness increase the expense of maintaining the 
British base in the Suez Canal Zone that the British would decide 
to withdraw voluntarily. From 1946 to ^951 negotiation was tried 
but the Bri tish price in terms of military alliance and the status 
of the Sudan was more than Egyptian governments could accept 
and survive. In 1951 the Wafd tried the second course: they 
attempted to make the British base in the Canal Zone uselessly 
expensive by non-cooperation and guerrilla harassment. But this 
policy got out of hand, brought down the Wafd and hastened the 
revolution in Egypt without getting rid of the British. It proved a 
point, however, which was not lost on the British government. 
When, finally, agreement was reached between the British and 
Nasser in 1 954 it was partly because Nasser had combined both the 
previous tactics of negotiation and the threat of guerriJlajwarfare. 

The draft treaty between Sidky and Bevin in September 1946, 
was the nearest Britain and Egypt came to an agreement before 
the 1952 revolution, but it broke down over the Sudan clauses. 
When Sidky resigned, Mohammed Nokrashy came back as prime 
minister. In January 1947 Nokrashy announced that the dispute 
would be taken to the United Nations Security Council, while 
Bevin told the House of Commons that Britain would continue 
to stand by the 1936 treaty and wait for a ‘more representative 
government’ in Egypt to resume negotiations. Britain could not 
simply withdraw ‘leaving a vacuum’. A fortnight later, on 18 
February 1947, Bevin announced that Britain was taking the 
Palestine dispute to the United Nations, with the clear implica- 
tion that she intended to hand over responsibility and herself 
withdraw from Palestine. In the same year Britain began her with- 
drawal from India, Pakistan, Ceylon and Burma, setting in 
motion the great but gradual imperial retreat caused by a growth 
of principle and a decline in power. In Egypt and other Arab 
states of the Middle East the principle was for another decade 
only half applied and the loss of power only half realized. One 
reason was perhaps that these countries were only half imperial in 
status. Another was that an even stronger principle for the Labour 
government than the liquidation of imperialism was the welfare 
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of the British worker: Middle East oil was a more important 
factor in the British economy than any profit from India. The 
Middle East also seemed more vulnerable to Russia. 

The United Nations was not of much help to Egypt over her 
problems or to Britain over Palestine. Egypt’s complaint to the 
Security Council was eventually heard in September 1947 and 
reached no conclusion. The legal arguments were nicely balanced. 
On moral and political grounds Egypt had a strong case for the 
withdrawal of British troops from the Canal Zone. But she had a 
weak moral case on the Sudan where her policy was confused and 
she seemed to be opposing Sudanese self-determination which was 
advocated by the British. In any case the political complexion of 
the United Nations at that time, dominated by the Western 
Powers, would probably have ensured the defeat of any important 
resolution on Egypt not desired by Britain, unless the United 
States were supporting it. The United States at that time had 
little interest in Egypt. In the Middle East she was concerned for 
strategic reasons with Turkey and Iran; for domestic political 
reasons with the Jews of Palestine; and for oil reasons - mildly - 
with Saudi Arabia. Otherwise she left the Arab states to the care 
of the British. But in the case of Palestine, the support of both the 
United States and Russia >. asured the passage of a resolution 
which the British did not like. 

The disillusion of Egyptian nationalists with the rebuff in the 
Security Council was soon overlaid by Arab anger over the deci- 
sion of the United Nations General Assembly in November 1947 
to approve the partitioning of Palestine into separate Jewish and 
Arab states. The anger was not merely over the fact of partition 
and the creation of a Jewish state but also over what was regarded 
as the wildly unfair nature of the division. The Jewish state was 
to include almost as many Arabs as Jew's and much of the more 
fertile land of Palestine.* The Arab state would contain only 
about half of the Palestine Arabs, with mostly poor hill land 
Moreover, the Jewish state had beet awarded the southern desert 
triangle of the Negev, thus breaking land contact between Egypt 
and the other Arab states of the north and east. 

•The Jews, who owned six per cent of the land in Palestine, were to be 
given fifty-six per cent of the area of the coiintry for their state. 



The Arab League decided to oppose the partition plan, by force 
If necessary. At a fatally leisurely pace, arrangements were made 
to recruit volunteers for an unofficial ‘Liberation Army to go to 
the support of the Palestine Arabs. By the end of 1947, five months 
before the British mandate ended and the regular armies of the 
Arab states entered Palestine, the Palestine war had already begun. 
The Palestine Arabs were already fighting with the Jewish armed 
organizations, Haganah and the unofficial terrorist groups, the 
Irgun Zvai Leumi and the Stem Group, for control of territory 
vacated by the British as they concentrated their forces to prepare 
for eventual departure. 

In Egypt there was no lack of volunteers for the war. The Mus- 
lim Brothers were in the forefront but there were recruits from the 
army, too, with official encouragement. General Ncguib has 
described how a whole battalion under his command unhesitating- 
ly stepped fonvard to volunteer. 4 

During the previous year or so Nasser’s group had been lying 
low. The political police were keeping a watch on the army and 
seemed to be on their track. There had been few meetings and 
Nasser himself was absorbed in studying for his final Staff College 
examination. He debated with himself whether he should give up 
his examinations to join the officers who had volunteered for 
Palestine or wait another month. He had already met the Mufti, 
Haj Amin el Husseini, the Palestine Arab leader, at Zcitoun, near 
Cairo, the day after the partition resolution and offered his 
services and those of his colleagues as volunteers or instructors. 
The Mufti had told him he must get the permission of the 
Egyptian government. In Nasser’s case, this had been refused. 
Should he now leave his army uniform to join the fight, after the 
Arab League had officially endorsed the creation of a volunteer 
‘Arab Liberation Army’ for Palestine? At a meeting of the ‘Free 
Officers* at Nasser’s house in April 1948, it was decided that some 
members should join the guerrillas at once and others wait their 
turn. 3 

Kamal ed-dm Hussein left at once to join the volunteers fighting 
under the command of the Egyptian colonel, Abdul Aziz, round 
Hebron. Two other officers from Nasser’s group, the air force 
men, Abdul Latif Baghdadi and Hassan Ibrahim, had already 
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gone to Damascus to try to arrange for air support for the ‘Arab 
Liberation Army’ of irregulars under Fawzi el Kawukji which 
was being assembled and trained in Syria. But within a few weeks 
Nasser, as well as Zacharia Mohieddin, Abdul Hakim Amer and 
others of his friends, was on his way to Palestine as part of the 
Egyptian regular army. For the Egyptian government, after some 
hesitation, had decided to intervene openly and officially in sup- 
port of the Palestine Arabs. 

Only a few days before this decision, the prime minister, 
Nokrashy Pasha, had told a secret session of the Senate that Egypt 
would not intervene openly, since she was not militarily prepared.® 
Nokrashy was speaking with the advice of the Egyptian army 
leaders. Neguib, who was to be appointed second-in-command of 
the Egyptian expeditionary force, was against open intervention. 
Ht thought that Egyptian action should have been limited to un- 
official support for the Palestine guerrillas. 7 Egypt might then 
not have won the war, he later commented, but she would not 
have lost it so disastrously. But Nokrashy quickly reversed his 
position, apparently under pressure from King Farouk, and the 
Egyptian army was ordered to prepare to enter Palestine on 16 
May, the day after the British mandate ended. 

Nokrashy appears to ha\ c reassured the dubious army leaders, 
aware of their lack of preparedness for a major campaign, that 
they need expect little serious fightir * since the main aim was to 
occupy territory in order to establish political claims. The official 
reason for intervention was to protect the Arabs of Palestine. The 
king's decision to intervene officially seems to have been inspired 
by a number of factors. The desire to divert violent revolutionary 
energies away from home may have been one. 8 But first there was 
the widespread public belief that tin intervention of the Arab 
armies was needed to support and protect the Palestinian Arabs. 
In the months of fighting while the British were still there, the 
Palestinian Arabs had already suffered serious losses. The Jews 
had been able to seize such important towns as Jaffa and the 
Arab areas of Haifa and the new quarters of Jerusalem, from all 
of which the Arabs had been expelled or had fled in fear. There 
had been the massacre of 250 Arab villagers at Deir Yassin, near 
Jerusalem, and other atrocities which had stirred Egyptian public 
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opinion. Second, there was the question of maintaining Egyptian 
prestige as the most Important state of the Arab League. Third, 
there was the problem of the future status of Arab Palestine. 

Within the Arab League there had already begun to develop 
rival blocs. On the one side were the Hashemite rulers of Trans- 
jordan and Iraq, in close alliance with the British, who favoured 
an Arab union based on the Fertile Crescent. On the other were 
Egypt and Saudi Arabia who opposed these Hashemite plans and 
wanted a broader and looser Arab League under Egyptian leader- 
ship. Lebanon did her best to remain neutral between these blocs, 
while Syria was divided and changed course according to which 
Syrian group was in power in Damascus. The signs were that 
King Abdullah of Transjordan would use his British-officered and 
British-financed Arab Legion to stake out a claim to part of 
Palestine, at least the area allocated to the Arabs under the 
partition plan. He could then develop a variation of hi^Greater 
Syria Plan, which he had announced in February 1947, for an 
Arab Federation of a Greater Syria (composed of Syria, Trans- 
jordan and Palestine) and Iraq in which there would be autono- 
mous Jewish and Lebanese Christian states. It was also an idea 
which the British, after their failure to get a settlement with Egypt, 
regarded as logical and sensible. Bevin accepted the movement of 
the Arab Legion into Palestine so long as it kept within the areas 
allocated to the Arabs under the partition plan. So one motive for 
the Egyptian intervention was to forestall the seizure by Abdullah 
of all or most of Arab Palestine. Another was to ensure Arab 
control of the Negev which was the land link between Egypt and 
the eastern Arab states. 

Whatever the rational calculations of policy or the pressures 
of royal ambition, it is probable that the strength of public sym- 
pathy for the Palestinian Arabs would sooner or later have forced 
the Egyptian government to intervene. 

The Palestine war gave birth to many legends - helped by the 
absence so far of any comprehensive and serious account of the 
war by an Arab historian. The most inflammatory legend was 
also that most common among defeated armies, the theory of the 
*stab in the back*. What is certain is that, when the Egyptian 
army entered Palestine on 16 May, it did so with no clear military 
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or political objective. Moreover, it opened the campaign with a 
force too weak to achieve a decisive result even against the newly 
formed Israeli state, itself desperately short of arms and in the 
throes of military reorganization, and with a population of only 
about one-thirtieth of that of Egypt. There was no serious co- 
ordination between the seven different Arab military forces 
operating in Palestine. In the first phase of the war, the Arab 
regular armies had more heavy arms, particularly artillery, 
tanks and aircraft, than the Israelis, but the two sides were more 
evenly matched in numbers of men mobilized and in the field. The 
slightly smaller Israeli forces had the advantage of unity of com- 
mand, clear political and strategic aim, compactness and short- 
ness of internal lines of communication, and in some cases of 
better training and greater experience of modem war. They 
proved themselves superior in command, planning and organiza- 
tion to all the Arab armies, except the Arab Legion of Trans- 
jordan. Both sides fought bravely as individuals, the Egyptians 
better in defence, while the Israelis, with a greater personal and 
political awareness of the issues involved, showed both fierce 
determination in holding on to politically valuable ground and 
greater initiative ai d daring in attack. 

At the beginning of the war the Egyptian army consisted of 
nine battalions. Four were available for the Palestine campaign, 
three for the initial advance and one other to follow. In addition, 
there was the equivalent of a battalion of Egyptian volunteers, 
mostly Muslim Brothers, already operating in the Hebron area 
of southern Palestine. Later, at the peak of the war, Egypt was to 
muster some 40,000 men in Palestine. 

Egypt’s part in the Palestine war involved four campaigns 
interspersed with truces of varying decrees of effectiveness. The 
first campaign was her advance into southern Palestine which 
brought her to a line running roughly from Isdud (today the 
Israeli town of Ashdod) on the Mediterranean coast inland 
through Majdal, Falluja and Beit Jibrin to Bethlehem and the 
southern outskirts of Jerusalem. 

Both Nasser and Neguib in their war memoirs have described 
the confusion and lack of preparation amid which the Egyptian 
campaign began. Neguib recalls that when he got beyond the 
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Egyptian railhead he had to hire local trucks from the Palestinian 
Arabs to carry his troops forward and was compelled to leave be- 
hind some six-pounder guns because there were no tractors to 
tow them. 9 He was often short of ammuniton for his British-made 
guns and of spare parts for his British and American tanks. 
During the first truce when both sides were trying frantically to 
buy arms on the international black market to get round the 
United Nations official arms embargo, the Egyptians found them- 
selves supplied with Italian grenades that blew up in the thrower’s 
face, with defective Spanish field-guns and 1912 Mauser rifles. 
The natural suspicion of soldiers that the civilians were making a 
fortune behind their backs hardened into a conviction that the 
king and the government themselves were mak ing money out of 
buying defective arms. 10 

Nasser described how no provisions were made for any hot 
meals for the troops and when he arrived with his unit*in Gaza 
he was simply given £1,000 to buy local cheese and olives for the 
rations. He complained of contradictory orders coming from 
Cairo, from which the war was being run, and in the early stages 
of the war of the reckless launching of Egyptian infantry in frontal 
assaults on strongly fortified positions without armoured cover 
or even proper prior reconnaissance. He noted the untrue stories 
of constant victories broadcast from Cairo radio and the ignor- 
ance of the ordinary Egyptian soldier about the reason for the 
war. He asked one of his men what he thought they were doing 
and the man said that of course they were on * the Rebiki manoeu- 
vres* - the annual army manoeuvres held in Egypt round Rebiki, 
east of Suez. 11 

Nasser had graduated early from the Staff College to enable 
him to take part in the campaign. He said good-bye to his family, 
now increased by two baby girls, and took the train to Gaza. On 
the train he met Amer and Zacharia Mohieddin, also on their 
way to join their units at the front. Together they studied a map 
and discussed, with some misgivings, the strategy of the campaign. 

Nasser was attached as staff major to the sixth battalion which 
moved up to Isdud. There he observed the slackness of the 
Egyptians in failing to make use of the first truce in June and 
July to train and improve their positions, compared with the in- 
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cessant activity of the Israelis. He attributed this contrast partly 
to the demoralizing effect on the Egyptian troops of the feeling 
that this was a 'political war', that its outcome depended less on 
the efforts of the soldiers in the field than on the pulling of political 
strings behind the scenes - and not only in Cairo but in other 
Arab capitals and by the Great Powers at the United Nations. 

Nasser was gloomy about what he had seen of the war. He 
criticized the way the small Egyptian forces had been dispersed 
in small units to occupy as much territory as possible for political 
purposes, but without any serious mobile striking force in re- 
serve. He talked it over all night with Hakim Amer, as they lay on 
the camp beds under the stars in an orange grove at Isdud. He 
found Amer’s optimism and serenity comforting. 

Largely on the insistence of Egypt and Syria, the Arabs refused 
to resume the first month’s truce. The Egyptian public had been 
led to expect victories. The Arab leader also believed that the 
Israelis were gaining more from the truce than they were. The 
Israelis, with efficient and diligent purchasing missions abroad, 
had been able to smuggle in large quantities of arms despite the 
Unhid Nations embargo. Many of the arms came from Czecho- 
slovakia. When the Egyptians resumed the offensive in July, the 
difference in Israeli strength was at once apparent. The Egyptians 
made little headway. In the battle for the key point of Negba they 
lost some ground. 

In the unsuccessful Egyptian attacks on Negba, Nasser was 
slightly wounded by a fragment of a ricochet bullet. At the 
hospital in Majdal where he was sent he noted the bad medicat 
services and the wounded pouring in from the Negba battle. He 
reflected, he wrote later on, 

war which I detest ... I said to myself th« i umanity does not deserve 
to live if it does not work with all its strength for peace. [When he learn- 
ed that one of his friends had been killed, he w rote] I swore that if one 
day, I found myself in a responsible position, I should think a thousand 
times before sen din g our soldiers to war. 1 should only do it if it was 
absolutely necessary, if the fatherland was threatened, and if nothing 
could save it but the fire of battle. 1 - 1 

During the second truce which lasted from 18 July to IS 
October Nasser went to Cairo on four days’ leave. After his return 
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to Palestine on 9 September, his unit was moved inland to join the 
brigade under the Sudanese Brigadier Taha Bey which held the 
central sector of the front covering the vital Falluja crossroads. 
In the Falluja area, roads going north and south from Central 
Palestine to the Negev crossed the main east-west road which 
went laterally across the Egyptian front from Gaza to Hebron 
via Majdal and Beit Jibrin. Among the group of small Arab 
villagers in the Falluja area the key points were the police fort of 
Irak Suweidan to the west and the village of Irak al Manshiya on 
the east. Nasser’s sixth battalion was posted to Irak al Manshiya 
to maintain contact via Beit Jibrin with the Egyptian forces in the 
Hebron hills. It was here that Nasser had his main battle experi- 
ence of the war and also his first experience of negotiating directly 
with the Israelis. 

During the second truce, international political developments 
had begun to affect the military situation and plans of both sides. 
A plan for a political settlement was worked out by the United 
Nations mediator, the Swedish Count Bernadotte, in July 1948. 
In a modified form (which proposed internationalizing Jerusalem 
instead of giving it to Transjordan) the plan was published after 
Bernadotte was assassinated by Israeli terrorists in Jerusalem in 
September. It would have given the Negev to the Arabs - to the 
proposed union of Transjordan and Arab Palestine which be- 
came the kingdom of Jordan. Western Galilee awarded to the 
Arabs in the 1947 partition plans would have gone to the Israelis. 
The plan convinced the Israelis that they must recover the Negev 
at all costs. But the Bernadotte plan also widened the already 
existing political splits among the Arab governments, chiefly 
between Egypt and Transjordan, since it would have given the 
lion’s share of Arab Palestine to King Abdullah. 

The military consequences of these political events were soon 
to show themselves. On IS October the Israelis took advantage 
of Egyptian interference with one of their convoys going south 
to the Negev settlements under the truce agreement (the Egyptians 
claimed the convoys often smuggled arms under guise of non- 
military supplies in defiance of the truce terms) to launch a care- 
fully prepared major offensive. Their aim was to drive the 
Egyptians out of the Negev. 
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The Israelis launched heavy attacks on the two hinges of the 
Egyptian line at Iraq el Manshiya and at Irak Suweidaa. The 
Falluja brigade fought back stubbornly. Irat al Manshiya was 
held, once after a counter-attack. The Irak Suweidan fort sur- 
rendered after withstanding six attacks, the last and seventh 
launched after the heaviest artillery barrage of the war. The 
Israelis had cut the communications of the Falluja brigade with 
Gaza and Majdal. The brigade had orders from the Egyptian 
High Command on 21 October to prepare to withdraw to avoid 
complete encirclement. But the order was changed. By the time it 
was renewed again on 23 October, the Israelis had completed the 
encirclement of the Falluja pocket. 

The Israelis called on the surrounded Falluja troops to sur- 
render. There were parleys under the white flag between local 
commanders on each side and also between Brigadier Taha and 
Colonel Yigal Allon, the Israeli commander on that front. But the 
Egyptians refused to surrender. At these higher-level meetings, 
Nasser was present as a staff officer. In the final passage of his 
memoirs of the Palestine wai, Nasser described his first meeting 
of this kind. On 24 October an Israeli armoured car approached 
the Egyptian lines flying a v hitc flag. A voice blared through a 
megaphone ‘An Israeli officer wants to meet an Egyptian officer*. 
Nasser jumped into a jeep with two other officers and a sergeant 
with a tommy-gun. An Israeli officer put his head out of the turret 
of the armoured car and said ‘haughtily’ in English ‘I am the 
assistant of the general officer commanding this area and I am 
instructed to point out to you your situation. You are besieged 
on all sides and we invite you to surrender.* 

Nasser replied, ‘We arc fully aware of our situation but we 
shall not capitulate. . . . We are defc. .ling the honour of our 
army.* The Israeli officer than spoke in Arabic and again in 
English, Mess haughtily’. When Nasser maintained his refusal 
to surrender, the Israeli ‘more politely’ asked for permission to 
recover the bodies of the Israeli dead. Nasser agreed.' 3 

It was during these truce parleys that Nasser met Captain, 
later Colonel Mordeehai Cohen, an Arabic-speaking Israeli of 
Yemenite origin on Allon’s staff. Cctfien later wrote about his 
talks with Nasser in a series of articles in the Jewish Observer. 
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Nasser himself approvingly quoted the following passage from 
one of these articles in his own The Philosophy of the Revolution'. 

The subject Gamal Abdul Nasser invariably discussed with me when- 
ever we met was our struggle against the British, the way we organized 
our secret resistance movement against thdm and the way we succeeded 
in mobilizing world opinion on our side against them. 

Yigal Allon himself recalls that Nasser’s personality and intelli- 
gence made an impression on him at the time. 

The other consequence of the Arab political split was that 
neither during the October offensive nor during the final Israeli 
offensive in December was there any serious support for the 
Egyptian forces from the other Arab armies. The new Israeli of- 
fensive on 22 December 1948, was aimed at destroying the Egyp- 
tian army, driving it off what Israel now claimed as her territory 
under the UN Partition Plan and forcing Egypt to agree*to peace 
talks. The main Israeli assault was a drive south inland which was 
to turn eastwards towards the sea and cut off the entire Egyptian 
expeditionary force. The Israelis captured the key points of Bir 
Asluj and El Auja on the Sinai frontier by taking tanks on a 
round-about way through the desert along an old Roman road. 
The Egyptians were attacked from the rear and taken by surprise. 
Swinging round rapidly towards the sea, the Israelis reached the 
outskirts of Rafah and the main Egyptian base at El Arish. Here 
they were stopped by a virtual British ultimatum, backed by 
American diplomatic pressure, ordering them to leave Egyptian 
territory. At El Auja, for the first time in the war, the Egyptian 
troops had become so disorganized and demoralized that they 
had surrendered in large numbers. But in the Gaza-Rafah area 
they continued to fight hard, and the Falluja pocket withstood 
more heavy attacks. The pocket had been subjected to heavy air 
and artillery bombardment and at 2 a.m. on 28 December the 
Israelis launched a strong attack on Irak al Manshiya, where 
Nasser was in command. Under cover of darkness, mist and 
driving rain, the Israelis succeeded in penetrating the Egyptian 

•Alton in interview with author, November 1967. Alton told me then he 
was ‘disappointed’ with Nasser. He thought Nasser had wanted to be 'a 
second Sa/adin ’ and bad mismanaged his attempt at ‘socialism* in Egypt. 
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defences at two points. Nasser mounted a counter-attack with all 
his available forces, about 100 men, including the cooks, and 
with the help of a barrage from artillery and mortars at Falluja 
itself a mile and a half away. When the Israelis resumed their 
attack just before dawn they ran into heavy fire and after a five- 
hour battle withdrew with heavy losses. 14. 

While the Falluja garrison held on, the rest of the Egyptian 
expeditionary force was threatened with being completely cut off 
from Egypt and left with no supplies or communications. On 7 
January 1949, the Egyptian government asked for armistice talks. 
The armistice was negotiated at the U N headquarters in Rhodes, 
with Dr Ralph Bunche, who had replaced Bcmadotte as UN 
Mediator, in the chair, and was signed on 24 February 1949. The 
armistice left the Gaza strip under Egyptian control and created 
a demilitarized zone in the strategically vital area of El Auja. Both 
these places were to become sources of later conflict. The whole 
of the Negev was left in Israeli hands, except for the south-eastern 
tip touching the Gulf of Aqaba where the port of Eilat now stands. 
This was later seized by the Israelis in a quick thrust while the 
armistice talks with Transjordan were still in progress. 

As part of the Egyptian- b ■ leli annistice agreement, the Falluja 
garrison was allowed to march out with the honours of war, 
carrying its arms and with its colours flying, in recognition of its 
brave resistance. 

And so the war was over. Egypt and the Arabs had been badly 
defeated. For the Palestine Arabs it was a human catastrophe. 
Three quarters of a million of them, more than half of the Arab 
population of Palestine, had been driven from their homes. They 
had lost most of the chief town:., all the main sea ports and rail- 
ways and u large part of the fertile land and water supply in a 
country in which they hud been a two-thirds majority of the popu- 
lation. Egypt had lost no territory but her geopolitical position 
had been profoundly changed. The new Israeli state separated 
her territorially from the Arab states of Asia and controlled the 
north-south communications between Egypt and the Levant. A 
new non-Arab state, which the Arabs feared to be of a dynamic 
and expansionist character and of uncertain external loyalties, had 
been established on Egypt's border and in a strategically vital part 
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of the Arab world. In its psychological effect on Egypt, the result 
of the war was comparable with that of Russia’s defeat by Japan 
in 1905. 

As one of the defenders of Falluja, Nasser soon returned 
home to a hero’s welcome. Like any'' returning soldier, Nasser 
came home with relief. But he was also more determined than 
ever that things in Egypt must be changed. 



Chapter 4 

The Road to Revolution, 1949-52 


The Palestine defeat has often been cited as a water-shed in the 
political history of the post-war Arab East. It was not, however, 
the true cause of the subsequent revolutions and military coups in 
the Arab states. It merely hastened a revolutionary process which 
had already begun. The old regimes which had dealt with the 
British and French imperial powers since the First World War, 
whether as nationalist opponents or collaborators, were being 
challenged by a new generation of nationalists whose aims in- 
cluded not only complete independence but also social reform and 
greater unity between the Arab states. 

The Palestine war drove home painfully lessons which were al- 
ready being learned and taught. At the same time it impressed 
these lessons especially on the army officers and so helped to trans- 
fer m the Arab armies from being the final props of the old regimes 
into the revolutionary instruments of their destruction. 

Retrospectively, in his The Philosophy of the Revolution written a 
year after the 1 952 revolution Nasser outlined the conclusions he 
had drawn from his Palestine experiences. He recalled his first 
awareness of the Palestine question and with it his ‘first notions of 
Arab consciousness Both had come to him when, as a secondary 
school student, he went on strike with the rest of the students every 
year on the anniversary of the Balfour Declaration which favoured 
the establishment of a Jewish national home in Palestine. His 
main reaction then was of emotional sympathy with the Palestine 
Arabs, ‘the legitimate owners of the land’. But by the time the 
Palestine crisis came to a head in 1947-b, his military studies had 
convinced him that to fight for the defence of Arab Palestine was 
not merely a matter of ethnic or religious sympathy but of 
Egyptian national security. When he and his colleagues made 
secret preparations to help the Palestine Arabs before the official 
war had begun, their motive was 

neither sympathy with our Arab brethren nor love of adventure - it 
was solely the clear consciousness of our confirmed conviction that . . . 
our security made it necessary for us to defend the frontiers of our 
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Arab Brethren with whom we were destined to live in one and the same 
region. 1 

Sitting in the dug-outs of Irak al Manshiya, and reflecting on 
the state of Egypt and the Arab world, Nasser saw the whole 
region with its different Arab capitalsW besieged just as he and 
his men were in the Falluja pocket. The besieging force was ‘im- 
perialism*. In this ‘political war’, the Arab armies were like 
pawns in a chess game: their governments at home which seemed 
to move them were in reality themselves being manipulated by the 
outside forces of ‘imperialism’ which was at the same time the 
support and mainstay of Israel. 2 

Nasser’s picture, seen with melodramatic clarity, was of a vast 
conspiracy linking together ‘imperialism’ (which meant the Wes- 
tern Powers and chiefly Britain, still the dominating force in most 
of the Arab states), complaisant or self-seeking Arab govern- 
ments and Zionism. For Nasser decided, from a reading 5f Chaim 
Weizmann’s Trial and Error and his own observations, that Zion- 
ism could not have approached its goal in Palestine without the 
support of a Great Power. 3 

The remedies for the Arabs, Nasser concluded, were greater 
unity among themselves, a common struggle against imperialism, 
on whose help Israel depended for survival, and the breaking of 
the corrupt and selfish Arab regimes through which imperialism 
operated. Finally, Nasser believed that in this process the army 
had a role to play as an instrument to express the national con- 
census - he had not yet evolved the ‘Nasscrist’ doctrine of the 
army as itself an Mite instrument of government. 4 Most of these 
conclusions were to become, indeed to a certain extent had already 
become, the commonplaces of radical Arab nationalism. It was 
iairly obvious to all Arabs that the disunity and rivalry of the 
Arab states had been one of the causes of their defeat in Palestine. 
Another cause had been the backward state of Arab societies. 
This had shown itself in the Arabs’ poor organization behind the 
military lines, their lack of political leadership, the sheer poverty 
and lack of technical experience of most of the Arab peoples, and 
the absence or scarcity of an educated, politically aware public 
able to play its full part in a national effort, as the Palestine Jews 
had done. Then it was also undeniable that the Great Powers had 
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played an important part in the course of the war and its settle- 
ment, throwing their weight sometimes here, sometimes there. It 
could hardly have been otherwise. It was also a fact that three of 
the Arab states concerned - Egypt, Iraq and Transjordan - were 
all subject to powerful militaiy and economic pressures from 
Britain. The British had troops or bases in their countries, con- 
trolled their arms supplies and also, through the sterling balances 
in London, some of their money. The kings of Iraq and Trans- 
jordan were British proteges who owed their position to British 
power. The king of Egypt was also, however unwillingly, a partner 
dependent on the British in the maintenance of the status quo in 
Egypt. 

To many non- Arabs and to most Zionist historians, however, it 
would appear that the British government had, in a proper or 
mistaken pursuit of its own interests, shown a decided partiality 
for the Arab cause and had used its influence to save Egypt and 
the Arabs from more serious losses. This was not how British be- 
haviour appeared to most Arabs. The conclusion many Arabs 
drew was that Britain had proved herself a weak and ineffective 
ally. She had bowed to the Jewish revolt in Palestine and to 
American pressure. She had intervened in Sinai at the last mo- 
ment only to try to force the Egyptians to recognize the validity of 
the 1936 Anglo-Egyptian Treaty. What use was she then as an 
ally, as far as Arab interests were concerned? The main justifica- 
tion for Anglo-Arab alliances was that Britain should be strong 
enough to protect the Arabs and thereby demonstrate a mutual 
interest in security. But here was a case where vital Arab interests 
were affected and Britain would not or could not act, for fear of 
offending Jewish and American opinion. Where British interests 
were concerned Britain did not hesitate to use force, if necessary 
against Arabs and Egyptians, but if the British were too weak to 
deal with the Zionists, how could they stand up to the Russians, 
the new bogey which they were using to argue in favour of joint 
Middle East defence pacts? The inevitable conclusion drawn by 
this Arab reasoning - which ignored the complications of domes- 
tic and international politics by which Great Powers often find 
themselves trapped in contradictory pdlicies - was a simple one: 
the British f orces were not in the Middle East to fight the Russians 



88 The Egyptian Revolution 

but to control the Arabs. Moreover, in the broader international 
context, an alliance with a weak Britain seemed likely to attract 
Soviet hostility while being unable effectively to deter the possible 
consequences of such hostility. 

The fault of the Egyptian government in the Palestine struggle 
was not, however, that it fought a ‘political war’ but that its poli- 
tics w we even worse than its military strategy. It chose the wrong 
political priorities : it attached more importance to frustrating the 
territorial ambitions of King Abdullah of Jordan than to the most 
practical unified action to save as much as possible of Arab 
‘Palestine. This policy was prompted partly by the personal rival- 
ries of King Farouk and King Abdullah, and partly by the tradi- 
tional opposition of Egypt and Saudi Arabia to the Hashemites. 
Also, an expansion of Transjordan seemed in Cairo to be a 
strengthening of the British position. 

If the weakness and disunity of the Arabs and the dangerous 
domination of imperialism were indeed the ideas upon which 
Nasser brooded during the tense nights of the Falluja siege, the 
state of Egypt on his return home did little to disprove them. The 
British army sat in force in the Suez Canal Zone and Egypt was in 
the grip of a ruthless police repression. While the war was in pro- 
gress in Palestine, there had been a near-revolution at home. A 
strike of the police in Alexandria in April 1948, leading to riots 
and widespread looting and army intervention, had shown the 
savage temper of the growing and neglected slum population of 
Egypt’s great cities. The government had taken some half-hearted 
measures to try to ease unemployment, but its main answer was 
to intensify the hunt for ‘subversive elements’ begun under Sidky. 
Hundreds of its political opponents were interned in prison camps 
on charges of ‘Communism’ or ‘Zionism’ or both. 5 

Renewed agitation against Britain fed nationalist fervour again 
into the social discontent. Then came the bitter disappointment of 
the Egyptian defeats in the Negev. After a stormy summer, there 
was a more savage explosion of rioting and xenophobic rage in 
November. Jews and Jewish property and Europeans were the 
main target. Jewish shops were wrecked and looted in Cairo and 
150 Jews were reported to have been killed. The leaders of the 
campaign were the Muslim Brotherhood. Their strength and in- 
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fluence had been growing rapidly. It looked as if they were pre- 
paring for a revolutionary seizure of power. The government had 
hitherto feared to take action against them because of public sym- 
pathy for the courageous performance of their volunteers in Pales- 
tine. But the situation in Cairo had begun to frighten the Egyptian 
ruling class. After the November riots Nokrashy, who never lacked 
either courage or patriotism, ordered the dissolution of the 
Brotherhood. Three weeks later, on 28 December 1948, he was 
assassinated by a Muslim Brother. 

Nokrashy’s successor, another Saadist leader, Ibrahim Abdul 
Hadi, struck back ruthlessly at the Brotherhood. Hundreds of its 
members were arrested, tortured and held without trial in desert 
camps. On 12 February 1949, the Brotherhood Supreme Guide, 
Sheikh Hassan el Banna, was assassinated. His murderers were, it 
is believed, either the government secret police or killers hired 
by Nokrashy’s friends or family. The police claimed to have 
discovered a widespread revolutionary terrorist organization 
which included Muslim Brotherhood members. 

Investigation of the terrorist wing of the Brotherhood, which 
had come partly into the open as a result of training volunteers for 
the Palestine war, had also led the police to look at its army con- 
nexions. A warrant was issued for Nasser’s arrest. His house was 
searched by the military police, but they found nothing incrim- 
inating. On 25 May Nasser was sent for by the prime minister, 
Ibrahim Abdul Hadi, and closely questioned about the connexion 
between the Brotherhood and the army. It was, according to An- 
war es-Sadat, ‘a stormy interview’. The prime minister more or 
less accused Nasser of helping to train the Brotherhood terror- 
ists. Nasser, usually calm, lost his temper but apparently con- 
vinced Abdul Hadi that he was not involved in any subversive 
activity. 6 

The officers lay low for a time until the police pressure under 
Abdul Hadi eased off. Then Nasser, back at the Staff College as 
an instructor, began to reorganize his secret army network. It was 
now that the movement set about establishing both a more solid 
and widespread organization and a more precise programme. It 
also formally adopted for the first tin* the name of the ‘Society 
of Free Officers’. The cell system was overhauled and an executive 
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committee of ten officers was set up which was to be the core of 
the future Revolutionary Command Council. In addition to 
Major Nasser, who became first president of the committee, this 
body was composed of five other army officers - Abdul Hakim 
Amer, Kamal ed-din Hussein, Sal ah Salem, Khaled Mohieddin 
and Anwar es-Sadat - and four air force officers, Gamal Salem, 
Hassan Ibrahim, Abdul Latif Baghdadi and Abdul Moneim 
Abdul Raouf. 7 

In October 1949, at a secret meeting at Amer’s house, the 
executive committee agreed on a plan of action to prepare a 
revolution over the next five years. In this programme the struggle 
against imperialism, meaning in the first instance the withdrawal 
of British forces from Egypt, was to have top priority. The pro* 
gramme also called for a strong modern army and a democratic 
parliamentary system. 8 

According to General Neguib, it was at this time that he 
established his first contacts with the Free Officers. Neguib had 
won distinction by his personal courage in Palestine where he had 
been seriously wounded. Amer, who had been on his staff, came 
to visit him in hospital in Cairo and once brought Nasser with 
him, obviously to size the general up as a potential senior recruit 
to the secret movement. 9 From then on Neguib seems to have 
bear in regular contact with the Free Officers but without being 
let into their inmost secrets. 

After months of police terror, King Farouk dismissed Abdul 
Hadi and replaced him with a caretaker government under 
Hussein Siny, charged with the task of preparing elections. The 
king had an eye on a rapprochement with the Wafd. He had grown 
impatient with the private criticisms from the Saadist ministers 
of his increasingly scandalous personal life. But he must also have 
realized that he was becoming too isolated and unpopular and 
that some concessions would have to be made to public feelings. 
It was one of the most corrupt of all the king’s cronies, his press 
counsellor, the Lebanese Karim Thabet, who was secretly clearing 
the path for the return of the Wafd by his personal contacts with 
Fuad Serag ed-din, the Wafd Secretary-General. Judging from 
the Wafd’s subsequent performance, these two struck a bargain 
on the basis of ’live and let live' -if the Wafd returned to power. 



Hie Road to Revolution 91 

it would not enquire too closely into the corrupt practices of the 
palace, and vice versa. 

In the elections held in January 1950, the Wafd, probably 
helped by the secret support of the palaoe and the Muslim 
Brotherhood, won with a large majority. But even with this help, 
the Wafd had less than half the total votes. This and the low 
percentage of the poll indicated the extent to which the great 
national party of between the wars had begun to lose its mass 
support. Nevertheless, the return of the Wafd was greeted with 
high hope and enthusiasm in Egypt and with more cautious 
optimism in Britain. Egyptians looked forward at least to some 
relief from the increasingly oppressive and corrupt royal dictator- 
ship of the past five years. They hoped that, under the influence of 
younger liberal elements, the Wafd leadership had turned over a 
new leaf and would initiate the social and economic reforms the 
country needed. It could be relied upon to press the national cause 
of ridding Egypt of British troops. But in London there was hope 
that the Wafd, though leading the nationalist clamour, might 
repeat its statesmanlike performance in making the 1936 Treaty 
and achieve a compromise settlement of the Anglo-Egyptian 
dispute over the Suez Canal Zone base and the Sudan. 

There was at first some justification for these illusions. The 
Wafd government included a number oi able and honest ministers, 
such as the Finance Minister, Zaki Motaal; the Minister for 
Social Affairs, Ahmed Hussein (an internationally recognized 
expert on Egyptian rural welfare and no relation to the Misr el 
Fatat leader of the same name); the Minister for Education, the 
famous scholar and author, Taha Hussein ; and the Foreign Minis- 
ter, Mohammed Salah ed-din. Plans were launched for a limited 
social security scheme and for universal free education. Police 
measures and press censorship were relaxed. After a visit by Bevin 
to Cairo negotiations with Britain were reopened. 

Egypt began to breathe more freely again but it soon became 
clear that the hopes placed in the Wafd were not to be fulfilled. To 
the public scandal of the king's private life was added that of 
Nahas Pasha, the Wafdist prime minister himself, governed in his 
dotage by a younger wife who was herself a member of a grasp- 
ing political dan. The Wafd collaborated with the palaoe in 
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stifling enquiry into the purchase of defective arms during the 
Palestine war, when it looked as if the investigation was nearing 
the truth. One of the key men reported to be involved in the 
scandal was a close confidant of the king. He was said to have 
been responsible for handling a milliod pounds in arms dealers* 
bribes, a large part of which went to the king himself. 10 In return, 
Wafd ministers themselves were left free to indulge in corruption 
on an even more spectacular scale. The Korean war had driven the 
price of cotton high and vast fortunes were made by the rigging 
of the Alexandria cotton market with government connivance. 

Efforts to settle the Palestine problem through the United 
Nations Palestine Conciliation Commission ended in a deadlock 
that was to continue for years. The armistice was meant to be the 
first step to a peace settlement, but the result was neither peace 
nor war, but merely a suspension of hostilities. The Arab states 
would not consider negotiating a final peace settlement until Israel 
had complied with the United Nations resolutions on Palestine, 
including withdrawal to the frontiers laid down by the 1947 
Partition Plan. The first step, they insisted, must be the return of 
the Palestine Arab refugees to their homes. Israel had meanwhile 
begun to take in hundreds of thousands of new immigrants and 
refused to consider the return of the Arab refugees or other 
particular issues separately from a general peace settlement. She 
argued that the Partition Plan frontiers had been rendered null 
and void by the Arab rejection of them and the subsequent Pales- 
tine war. She made it plain that she would cede none of the 
territory she had gained, except for minor adjustments, and would 
take back few if any Arab refugees. The furthest she went, under 
American pressure, was to offer to take back 100,000 out of some 
8001,000 refugees. Instead, she offered compensation and said that 
the refugees should be settled in the Arab countries. 

Only King Abdullah of Jordan (who had successfully incor- 
porated the rump of Arab Palestine, except for the Gaza Strip, 
into his Transjordan kingdom) was prepared to discuss peace 
terms with the Israelis without prior conditions. He did so in 
secret, but secrets do not last long in the Arab East, and he paid 
for his boldness with his life. He was assassinated in Arab Jerusa- 
lem on 20 July 1951. 
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The failure of Israel-Arab peace talks led the Western Powers 
(the United States, Britain and France) to try at least to prevent 
the resumption of war. In May 1950, they issued their Tripartite 
Declaration, guaranteeing the armistice lines against violation and 
promising to control arms deliveries to the Middle East so as to 
maintain a balance between Israel and the Arab states. 

The Tripartite Declaration coincided with a new interest of the 
Western Powers, especially Britain, in the organization of the 
regional defence of the Middle East against Russia. It thereby 
marked the beginning of the dilemma or confusion of policy which 
was to characterize Western diplomacy in the Middle East for the 
next decade and to accelerate its decline and the rise of Russian 
influence in the area. It was a confusion which Nasser himself, 
when he came to power, was to find constantly baffling, since the 
resulting western policy appeared to him to reflect no rational 
consideration of Western, let alone Arab interests. 

The dilemma was this: so long as there was no settlement be- 
tween Israel and the Arab states, there could be no serious Middle 
East joint defence plan which included Egypt and Israel’s other 
neighbours, Jordan, Syria and Lebanon. This was not only be- 
cause of problems of geography and communications, but also of 
arms supply. If the Arab states and especially Egypt were to be 
treated as equal partners in Middle East defence and adequately 
armed, what became of the Tripartite Declaration on arms con- 
trol? The Israel prime minister, Ben Gurion, warned on 12 July 
1951 that cooperation between the Arabs and Israel in time of war 
was ‘wishful thinking'. A great part of his subsequent policy of 
‘activism’ (vigorous reprisals against the Arab states and military 
pressure to maintain and consolidate the political status quo) was 
in fact directed not so much towards the Arab states themselves 
as to the Western Powers. It was meant to demonstrate that in 
Western plans for the Middle East Israel must not be left out of 
the reckoning. Ben Gurion was determined to ensure that Middle 
East regional defence schemes based on a Westem-Atab alliance 
should work only on the basis of a political-military settlement 
which guaranteed Israel's survival. 

In the resumed Anglo-Egyptian talks there was a new emphasis 
on the British side on the place of the Suez Canal Zone military 
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base in the regional defence of the Middle East. Previously, 
especially in the 1936 Treaty, the stress had been on the importance 
of the Canal as a lifeline of British imperial communications. The 
new emphasis on regional defence was in line with the develop- 
ment of NATO in Europe and its projected extension to include 
Greece and Turkey. It also reflected Britain’s greater interest in 
the Arab oil lands farthur east, in Iraq and the Persian Gulf. 
Stalin’s forward policy in Eastern Europe and above all the 
Korean war had created an exaggerated fear of direct Soviet 
military attack as the main danger from Moscow in the Middle 
East, when the real vulnerability of the area to Soviet penetration 
lay in its internal weaknesses: its social backwardness, its semi- 
colonial status and its local rivalries and conflicts. 

At first it seemed as though there might be room for compro- 
mise between Britain and Egypt on the defence issue. While Nahas 
Pasha stuck to the principle of the complete and immediate 
evacuation of British troops, he declared himself ready to consider 
maintaining, with the help of a few hundred British technicians, a 
base in Egypt to which the British could return in time of war. 

But there were several factors which prevented an agreement at 
this stage. The worsening international situation and the intensi- 
fication of the cold war led the British to pitch their military 
demands too high - higher than those proposed by Bevin to Sidky 
in 1946. The Egyptian government on its side insisted on linking 
the question of the Sudan with that of the Canal base and itself 
put its Sudan demands too high. Finally, both governments were 
operating from a position of domestic weakness. The British 
Labour government had emerged from the 1950 election with a 
majority of only six and Bevin, a sick man, had been replaced by 
Herbert Morrison, perhaps the least skilful Foreign Secretary of 
this century. The government was being assailed over Egypt not 
only by the Tory Opposition demanding imperial firmness but 
also by some of its own pro-Zionist back-benchers. The Wafd on 
its side was losing popularity at home. It had produced no positive 
result in talks with the British; it had failed to check the rising cost 
of living; and there was growing public awareness of its corrupt 
practices. The lifting of martial law and of press censorship led to 
a rapid growth of a violently vituperative radical and extreme 
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nationalist press, subsidized, some claimed, from Communist bloc 
embassies. 

The Free Officers, too, were taking advantage of the relaxation 
of security measures to circulate their mimeographed tracts. At 
first they had shared the hopes put in the Wafd, but the covering 
up of the arms scandal soon disillusioned them. 11 Their main 
targets were still the king and the corrupt higher officers of the 
army. Otherwise, their tracts echoed the nationalist demands of 
the radical wing of the Wafd for complete and immediate British 
evacuation, no alliances and a policy of neutrality like that of 
India. 12 

The tragedy of errors played out by two weak governments 
developed towards a crisis in the summer and autumn of 1951. It 
was a tragedy because both Britain and Egypt were trying to assert 
their wills in the two spheres in which they could not succeed, 
when in fact their final intentions for both defence matters and 
the Sudan were not vastly different. Egypt insisted on her unity 
with the Sudan but, in practice was in no position to enforce her 
claim. Britain insisted on Egyptian military cooperation in defence 
and the maintenance of a base, but could not force Egypt to co- 
operate without an unthinkal !c °nd impracticable reconquest of 
the whole country. By encouraging self-government in the Sudan, 
with or without Egyptian agreement, Britain had been able to 
demonstrate that Egypt could not effectively prevent the Sudanese 
march towards self-determination, however legal Egypt's claims 
as one of the co-domini might be and however legitimate her in- 
terests in preventing any hostile control of the waters of the Nile. 
But the British had not perhaps realized that Egypt could also 
show that the British base in the Canal Zone in peacetime was in- 
effective without Fgyptian cooperation, however legal the British 
presence there might be, and however vital Britain’s interest in 
preventing hostile strategic control of the Middle East communi- 
cations and oil supplies The vital interests of neither side could 
any longer be attained by force but only by persuasion; yet each 
was in a position to obstruct, frustrate and threaten the other. It 
was a situation ideally designed to produce the maximum of ill- 
feeling and the minimum of practical results. 

In spite of an urgent appeal for delay from Morrison, saying 
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that new defence proposals were on the way, on 9 October 1951 
Nahas Pasha announced the abrogation not only of the 1936 
Treaty but also of the 1899 convention on the Sudan. Four days 
later the Western Powers, in the name of the United States, 
Britain, France and Turkey, presented proposals to Egypt for a 
Middle East Defence Organization of which Egypt would be a 
founder-member and which would replace the Anglo-Egyptian 
Treaty. At the same time, Britain proposed the establishment of 
an international commission to supervise the preparation of the 
Sudan for self-government and self-determination. The Sudanese 
proposals were unexceptionable. Though not immediately ac- 
cepted by Egypt, they formed part of the eventual Sudan settle- 
ment. But the Western defence proposals were incredibly ill-timed 
and ill-conceived. It did not take much acumen to perceive, as the 
Egyptian government quickly pointed out, that the terms and the 
context of the MEDO plan would have meant an occupation of 
the Canal Zone by four Powers instead of one and a multiple veto 
on any Egyptian military proposals. It ‘invited’ Egypt to become 
a partner in an arrangement already fixed beforehand by four 
other Powers, one of whom was occupying Egypt against her will, 
another of whom, France, had just been persuaded to relinquish 
only with the greatest reluctance her control of the nearby Arab 
countries of Syria and the Lebanon, while a third, Turkey, was a 
country from whose suzerainty the Egyptians had struggled for a 
century and a half to shake themselves free. If there were less long- 
standing historic objections to the United States, she had recently 
shown herself the chief friend of Israel and acceptance of her 
military presence could only mean an inescapable commitment to 
the East-West cold war in which almost every Egyptian would 
have wished to remain neutral. 

When Morrison told the House of Commons in a belligerent 
speech on 16 October 1951, on the eve of a British general elec- 
tion, that Egypt’s position in MEDO would be no different 
from that of Britain in NATO, since Britain also had foreign 
troops on her soil, he was deceiving no one. For the essential 
point, as every intelligent Egyptian knew, was that if Britain had 
decided to withdraw from NATO and asked American troops 
to leave, then the Americans would, though grumblingly and with 
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reason, have gone (as they were to go from France at de Gaulle’s 
request fifteen years later). It would have been inconceivable that 
they should refuse to leave and should then fixe on British patriots 
who tried to make them move. It was impossible to imagine them 
occupying British towns and destroying British villages in order 
to maintain their presence. If they had done so, it would not have 
been surprising if a British government which failed to dislodge 
them were itself to be overthrown. 

This is what happened in Egypt. The situation which developed 
between the British and Egyptians after the abrogation of the 
treaty was extraordinary between two countries arguing about an 
alliance, since it was one of more or less limited war. But the Wafd 
was uncertain just how far to go in its militancy. It declared a boy- 
cott of labour and supplies to the British forces in the Canal Zone 
but was ambivalent in its attitude to armed attacks. Officially it 
was against violence but it condoned and sometimes encouraged 
the activities of volunteer guerrillas, of students, Muslim Brothers, 
Communists and sometimes local gangsters, who sniped at and 
ambushed British troops and raided British stores and camps. 
Eventually it was forced to take over these ‘liberation comman- 
does’, partly in order to ke^n tfccm under control. At first the 
police helped to control mob violence, but then stood aside or in- 
creasingly, in the case of the auxiliary police, or Boulak el Nizam, 
gave support to terrorism. 

The British commander in Egypt, General Erskine, with a new 
Conservative government in London behind him, replied to these 
attacks with ruthless energy. He seized control of the main rail 
and road communications of the Canal Zone and of Ismailia, the 
chief town, headquarters of the Suez Canal Company and the 
home of many British families. Fifty homes of an Egyptian village 
were demolished by bulldozers and dynamite to protect a water 
pipe-line near Suez. Scores of Egyptian families were evicted from 
their homes in Ismailia. Tanks turned their heavy guns on houses 
sheltering snipers in Suez and elsewhere. 

And what were the Egyptian army and Nasser’s secret group 
doing during this extraordinary national crisis? The Egyptian 
army as a whole remained passive. The British had seized control 
of the road and railway bridge across the Suez Canal which 
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carried supplies to the Egyptian army division in Sinai. Egyptian 
forces had also taken up positions on the Cairo-Suez road, cover- 
ing the approaches to the capital, where a no-man’s land of desert 
separated them from the British outposts of the Canal Zone. All 
traffic into and out of the Zone was Controlled by the British. It 
was a stalemate. In any case, the Egyptian army was both out- 
numbered and heavily out-gunned. A straight military encounter 
between the two armies would have been a massacre. 

If the Egyptian army was forced to hold aloof, its feelings were 
not in doubt. Guerrilla warfare was another matter. The Free 
Officers were later to join in the condemnation of the Wafd for 
having recklessly plunged Egypt without proper preparation into 
a deadly campaign against powerful British forces. But at least 
one of them (Anwar es-Sadat) recalls that at the time they admired 
the patriotism of the Wafd in their campaign against the British. 
They even approached the Wafd, through its Secretary-General 
and Minister of the Interior, Fuad Serag ed-din, with an offer of 
support if the Wafd would depose the king. But the approach 
came to nothing. 13 The Free Officers secretly helped in the train- 
ing of volunteers for the ‘liberation commandoes’ and some of 
them fought themselves in civilian clothes in the Canal Zone. But 
the Officers already had another preoccupation. They were at 
grips with the king and his secret police and the struggle was 
coming out in the open. 

The king’s unpopularity was increasing rapidly. He had deep- 
ened it by appointing, in the middle of the Canal Zone crisis, a 
new chief of his Royal Cabinet, Hafiz el Afifi, an able and intelli- 
gent man but known for his pro-British views. There were violent 
student-led demonstrations against the king in Cairo and Alexan- 
dria. At the same time, the Free Officers decided to challenge the 
king openly for the first time by putting up their own candidates 
for the presidency of the executive committee of the Army Officers 
Club, in competition with the king’s nominees. Against the 
highly unpopular General Husseiu Sirry Amer they put for- 
ward General Neguib for the presidency and other Free Officers 
for the Committee. It was a test of strength inside the army, and 
the Free Officers won hands down. On 6 January 1952, Neguib 
and all their candidates were elected. The king was furious. He 
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suspected the existence of a subversive army group but did not 
know who was in it. 

The Free Officers and the palace police had been trying to 
break each other’s secrets. While the police tried to ferret out the 
weak spots in the officers’ organization, the Free Officers built up 
contacts with the palace. The king’s doctor and confidant. Dr 
Youssef Rashad, was cultivated by Anwar es-Sadat, while Major 
Salah Salem tried to win the confidence of the army chief of 
staff. General Haidar Pasha. 14 

It was to this cloak-and-dagger period that Nasser was referring 
when he later wrote, 

I even thought of assassinating the ex-king and some of his con- 
federates - those evil geniuses who played havoc with our rights and 
liberties and everything wc held sacred. . . . Many indeed were the 
plans I drew up in those days. In fact our activities in those days very 
much resembled those depicted in a detective thriller. . . . We had 
secret symbols and signs. We moved under cover of darkness and 
stored stacks of pistols and bombs, the anticipated utilisation of which 
represented our sole aspiration. We actually made many attempts in 
this direction. 

But Nasser had doubts, he said, rvSout such violent courses. ‘I was 
in a state of perplexity mixed with inter-linking factors - patriot- 
ism and religion, scepticism and conviction, cruelty and com- 
passion, knowledge and ignorance. ’* 5 His reflections on the abor- 
tive attempt to kill General Hussein Siriy Amer, early in 1952, 
confirmed his doubts about the use of political assassination as a 
revolutionary weapon. 16 

Simultaneously with these melodramatic adventures, Nasser 
was beginning to broaden his political contacts and develop his 
political ideas more systematically. At iJ*c Staff College he read a 
good deal, mostly works on politics and history and biographies. 
Among his new friends in the political world was Ahmed Abul 
Fath, editor of the Wafdist newspaper Al Misri * a radical and 
neutralist and brother-in-law of one of the Free Officers, Colonel 
Sarawat Okasha. 

* Abul Fath later broke with Nasser. He went into exile in 1954 and wrote 
a book L' Affaire Nasser , published in Paris, bitterly attacking Nasser. Al 
Misri was taken over by the government. 
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By the beginning of 1952 Egypt was on the edge of chaos. The 
guerrilla warfare and British reprisals in the Canal Zone became 
increasingly serious. On 25 January General Erskine announced 
his intention of disarming and expelling at once from Ismailia all 
the Egyptian auxiliary police suspected of helping the guerrillas. 
The main police barracks at Ismailia were surrounded by strong 
forces of British troops and tanks. The British-trained police com- 
mander, on instructions from Serag ed-din, in Cairo, to ‘fight to 
the last bullet*, rejected a British ultimatum to surrender. After a 
brief exchange of small-arms fire - the police had no heavy 
weapons - the British tanks opened up on the barracks at point- 
blank range. The police resisted bravely for three hours and by 
the time they were forced to surrender had lost forty-one killed 
and seventy-two wounded. Three British soldiers were killed. 

The assault was a grave political mistake and was considered 
so by some observers at the time. The power emjfloyed was 
excessive, and insufficient time was given to finding means of 
enabling the Egyptian authorities and the police themselves to 
make an honourable retreat. Its consequences were immediate 
and profound., What all Egyptians regarded as a brutal massacre 
sent a shock of incredulous revulsion and anger throughout the 
country. 

In Cairo the next day units of the auxiliary police marched out 
of their barracks and through the streets of the city to the govern- 
ment offices and the Abdin Palace in protest demonstrations. 
They were joined by students and other demonstrators. At first 
the demonstrations, though angry, were not violent. But as it be- 
came clear that the authorities were taking no precautions to keep 
order and that the police, sympathetic in any case with the 
mutinous mood of their comrades, had no orders to interfere, the 
crowds grew more ugly. New elements took a hand. The riff-raff 
of the city surged out of the slums in search of loot. Small gangs 
of political arsonists and saboteurs equipped with inflammable 
material, demolition equipment and lists of targets, seized the 
opportunity of the virtual withdrawal of authority from a great 
city to turn an inevitable explosion of national anger into an orgy 
of murder and destruction. Most of the destruction was directed 
at buildings in the central part of the city associated with British 
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or other European interests, or at bars, cinemas and other similar 
establishments. The chosen targets symbolized the hated alliance 
of pashas and foreigners. Shepheards Hotel, symbol above all of 
the Egypt of the ‘good old days’; the British Turf Club, where 
twelve people, including nine British civilians, were murdered 
with horrible brutality, and Barclays Bank were among the 
700 or more buildings burnt down, smashed or looted, as the 
crowds raged through the streets unchecked. Altogether, seven- 
teen Europeans and fifty Egyptians were reported to have been 
killed. 

At the British embassy, the ambassador, Sir Ralph Stevenson, 
waited agonizingly poised to ‘press the button’ which would 
summon British forces from the Canal Zone to intervene in Cairo 
to protect British lives and property. He hung on grimly, as the 
reports of destruction came in, because he knew that a British 
take-over in Cairo would be a political disaster, putting the clock 
back seventy years, and he was convinced that eventually the king 
would be forced to order the Egyptian army to intervene in order 
to save* his own position. 17 When he tried to contact the Minister 
of the Interior, Seraj. ed-din, he was told he was out buying a 
house. The prime minister, N Jias Pasha, was too busy having his 
corns cut. The king was entertaining many of the army senior 
officers at lunch at Abdin Palace. But for hours neither the king 
nor the government moved. 18 Each, it seems, w'as hoping, by 
allowing trouble to develop, to frighten the other and force them 
to take repressive action first. The king may also have hesitated, 
according to one report, because the army commander, Haidar 
Pasha, had told him he could not be sure of the loyalty of the 
army. It was not simply a matter of suspect officers but of whether 
the rank and file might not join in the savage popular explosion in 
the capital. According to Sadat, those Free Officers who were in 
Cairo that day had orders from their organization to do what they 
could to check the riots. 

Finally, in mid-afternoon, when the smoke from burning 
buildings was already rising in a thick pall over the city and the 
pavements were covered with broken glass, the blood of victims 
and the trampled debris of fashionable stores, the king ordered 
the army to clear the streets. Within three hours the capital was 



102 The Egyptian Revolution 

once more under control, but the ancicrt regime of Egypt had been 
struck a blow from which it never recovered. 

Much controversy followed over the responsibility for 
‘Black Saturday’. No complete or clepr picture emerged from the 
subsequent official enquiries. It seems' probable that the gangs of 
arsonists belonged to Ahmed Hussein’s so-called Socialist Party 
but there has never been convincing evidence of Ahmed Hussein’s 
own complicity or of the story circulating at the time that the 
arsonists had been paid and organized by a Communist bloc 
embassy. The hands of the Muslim Brothers and their sympa- 
thizers can be seen in the attacks on places of entertainment and 
in the xenophobic destruction of non-Arabic shop signs. The 
Wafd and the king may both have connived at some disorder to 
discredit one another but surely neither foresaw how things would 
get out of hand. Simply, the day was a combination of the pent-up 
fury and frustration of the Egyptian masses and the slackening of 
a police repression which had hitherto kept them cowed. By their 
killing of the police in Ismailia, the British had helped to destroy 
one of the main forces that was preserving order and with it 
British interests in Cairo. The king, the Wafd and the British who 
between them had ruled Egypt for the previous thirty years had 
now between them made Egypt ungovernable. It was time for 
them all to go, and for others to take over. 

But before the whole system finally collapsed there was a period 
of six months of uncertainty and crisis in which four successive 
prime ministers tried to patch it up again out of its traditional 
elements. At the same time. Black Saturday had made it plain that 
the army was now the final arbiter in an already revolutionary 
situation. While the politicians manoeuvred, the forces in the 
army which were to deliver the coup de grdee were making their 
final preparations. The first stage, the struggle for control of the 
army itself, had already secretly begun. 

The first to go was the Wafd. Nahas was dismissed by the king 
the day after Black Saturday and Aly Maher was brought back 
from a decade in the wilderness to replace him. Aly Maher, a true 
Trimmer, tried to keep in touch with the Wafd, the king and the 
British at the same time , while also promising a charter of reform 
des igne d to appeal to the militant young. The king's idea of 
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restoring authority and of national reconstruction was, however, 
simply to take vengeance on the Wafd. Aly Maher was not pre- 
pared either to dismiss parliament or to be harsh enough with the 
Wafdists. So he was replaced by Neguib el Hilaly, an intelligent 
and honest ex-Wafdist who had been a popular Minister of 
Education and had resigned from the Wafd in protest against 
corrupt practices. A gentle intellectual, he hoped to rally the 
support of the more liberal elements in the Wafd by a drive 
against official corruption. He agreed to dissolve parliament and 
to exile Serag ed-din, the Wafd Secretary-General. But the king 
found Hilaly’s corruption enquiries coming too near his own 
interests. 

So on 30 June Hilaly gave way to that old stand-by and media- 
tor, Hussein Sirry. Hussein Sirry was more conciliatory to the 
Wafd and called for a new general election. He also advised 
the king to appease the obviously rising wave of discontent in 
the army by appointing General Neguib as Minister of War. 
But the king now pushed his folly to the limit. Far from appoint- 
ing Neguib, he prepared instead to strike vindictively but, in the 
event, ineffectually at his army critics. On 15 July he ordered the 
dissolution of the Officers Oub ^ommittee and pressed Hussein 
Sirry to make the detested General Hussein Sirry Amer Minister 
of War. When Hussein Sirry warned the king of the consequences 
and gave him the names of officers who were believed to be already 
hostile to him, the king retorted, ‘A bunch of pimps'. Hussein 
Sirry resigned, and the king called back Hilaly, who accepted the 
king’s brother-in-law, Colonel Ismail Sherin, as Minister of War. 
The king also began steps to deal with the suspected army rebels. 
According to one story, he had plans not only for the dispersal 
and arrest of some of them but also for eventual assassination 
by the secret police of those believed to be the leading figures. 

News of the king’s intentions reached the ears of the Free 
Officers (one source was Ahmed Abul Fath who tipped off the 
officers through his brother-in-law, Colonel Okasha) and precipi- 
tated the plans for action which Nasser and his group had been 
discussing for months past. 19 

On 10 February, a fortnight after Black Saturday, the executive 
committee of the Free Officers had met and decided to carry out 
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a coup in the following month. They had been forced to postpone 
it because they were unable to ensure the support of Colonel 
Rashid Mehanna, an officer of fickle temperament and high am- 
bition, on whom they had counted to bring in the artillery units 
under his command. They had meanwhile chosen General Neguib 
as the senior figurehead they needed, after having unsuccessfully 
approached General Fuad Sadek. Here the versions of General 
Neguib himself and of others about his role in the Free Officers 
movement begin to diverge. According to Neguib, he was 
elected President of the executive committee in the spring of 1952, 
but before the coup he had in fact met only five of the members of 
the committee. 20 Sadat says that Nasser remained president of 
the committee and Neguib knew nothing of its real plans until 
twenty-four hours before the coup. (Other leading Free Officers 
have told me the same story.) According to Sadat, the decisive 
pro-coup meeting of the executive committee was Held under 
Nasser’s chairmanship on 16 July, the day after the dissolution 
of the Officers Club committee on the orders of the king. The 
others present were Hassan Ibrahim, Kamal ed-din Hussein, 
Abdul Hakim Amer, Khaled Mohieddin, Abdul Latif Baghdadi 
and Sadat himself. Neguib was not there. It was then that the 
decision to act was taken. The coup was planned for midnight on 
21 July. There was an alternative plan, opposed by Nasser, for 
mass assassination of the old regime leaders if the coup failed. 
On the afternoon of 20 July Nasser and Amer went to Neguib’s 
house to tell him of the plans, but because of the presence of 
other visitors could only talk about the affair of the Club 
Committee. 21 

Neguib’s version is that the decision to strike was made at a 
meeting at his house on 19 July, the day of Hussein Sirry's 
resignation, at which Nasser, Amer, Hassan Ibrahim and Kamal 
ed-din Hussein were present. It was agreed that Neguib should 
stay at home and take no active part in the first phase of the 
revolt, since he was being closely watched and his movements 
would arouse suspicion. 22 

Both versions agree that the coup was fixed for 22 July and 
then postponed twenty-four hours because the preparations 
could not be completed in time. The delay was nearly fatal to 



The Road to Revolution 105 

the conspirators. The government had taken alarm. On the 
evening of 22 July, the army chiefs were meeting with the chief 
of staff, General Hussein Farid, at general headquarters to plan 
their action. Tipped off by an army intelligence officer, the Free 
Officers advanced their own attack on the headquarters. Nasser’s 
comment on hearing of the meeting was, ‘It will save us time and 
trouble. We can take them all together, instead of one by one 
at their homes.* The attack on general headquarters, led by 
Amer, was helped by the defection to the rebels of a company of 
troops that had been sent by the chief of staff to surround the 
Free Officers’ quarters. 23 

The plan of the coup had been drawn up in outline by Nasser 
and worked out in detail by Amer and Kamal ed-din Hussein. 
Nasser, driving round from unit to unit in his small black Austin 
car, was the animating and directing commander. At one point he 
was almost shot by mistake when his car was stopped in the night 
by rebel troops who did not recognize him. 

The operation was planned in three main stages. First, to 
ensure control of the armed forces; second, to take over civil 
government and appoint a new prime minister; and finally to get 
rid of the king. (The original plan was more elaborate: to take 
over all centres of government at once. Nasser simplified it to 
concentrate first on gaining control of 'he army, arguing that if 
this were achieved, the rest would follow easily.) 

While Nasser and Amer, revolver in hand, took over the 
general staff, other units seized other key points in the city, some 
government buildings, the radio and telephone exchanges. 
Gamal and Salah Salem had taken control of the army units in 
Sinai. A detachment of troops with armour was posted on the 
road into Cairo from Suez with orders to try to stop any move 
by the British forces in the Canal Zone to intervene in the capital. 
At the same time the rebels sent an officer (Squadron Leader Aly 
Sabry, then chief of air force intelligence and later one of Nasser’s 
chief political advisers) to the American embassy. He informed 
the Americans of the coup and asked them to pass a message on 
to the British embassy in Cairo urging the British to keep out of 
what was a purely internal affair, promising protection of foreign 
lives and property and warning of resistance to any attempted 
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British intervention. The British took some military precautions 
but there seems never to have been any serious question of 
British military action. 24 

Neguib was told of the success the first phase of the coup 
in the early hours of the morning. He* was escorted to the rebel- 
occupied general headquarters and appointed commander-in- 
chief of the armed forces. He then emerged as the public leader 
of the coup. It was in Neguib’s name that Sadat read a proclama- 
tion over the radio at seven in the morning that told the Egyptian 
people something - not much - of the coup and its purposes. The 
proclamation (said by Sadat to have been written by Amer) 
spoke of a purge in the army to rid it of ‘traitors and incompe- 
tents’ and to put it in ‘the hands of men in whose ability, integrity 
and patriotism you can have complete confidence’. 

The proclamation declared the army’s intention ofcpreserving 
law and order and protecting foreign nationals. It warned that 
any acts of violence or destruction would be punished as trea- 
son. 25 

The news was received in Cairo with popular enthusiasm. And 
those who were not pleased were cowed by the tanks in the streets 
and the planes swooping low overhead. No mention had yet been 
made of the next two political phases of the coup. The king and 
his prime-minister-designate Hilaly still thought it was only a 
matter of internal army reform which could be settled by a 
compromise without affecting the civil government. The tele- 
phones were kept busy between the king and the ministers in 
Alexandria and the army headquarters in Cairo. Hilaly offered to 
support the movement and accept Neguib as commander-in-chief 
if the rebels proclaimed loyalty to the king. But the rebels had 
already begun the search for a new prime minister of their own. 
Their first choice, Aly Maher, agreed to let his name be put 
forward but cautiously added the condition that he must be 
called on officially by the king. Hilaly resigned and the king said 
be was ready to accept Aly Maher as his successor. Aly Maher 
was primed by the revolutionaries with a long list of demands to 
present to the king as a condition for accepting office. They 
included a wide political purge, social and economic reforms and 
the dismissal of all the king’s personal entourage and advisers* 



The Road to Revolution 107 

But the revolutionaries were already planning to move on to the 
final phase of the removal of the king, who was still in Alexandria. 
They were worried that unless they acted quickly Farouk might* 
with British help, manage to turn the tables on them. They 
believed that the British were considering an appeal from 
Farouk to intervene and that finally it was pressure from the 
United States which held the British back. The British govern- 
ment, according to Eden, had no intention of intervening to keep 
Farouk on the throne, but it warned Neguib that it would not 
hesitate to intervene if necessary to protect British lives. 26 * 

On the morning of 25 July Nasser told Sadat, ‘The king must 
be expelled today, or tomorrow at the latest.’ While troops and 
tanks under Colonel Zacharia Mohieddin were preparing to 
encircle the royal palaces in Alexandria to support the revolu- 
tionaries' ultimatum to the king, the executive committee had 
debated the king's fate in the middle of the night. Half of the 
committee were with Neguib in Alexandria and the rest with 
Nasser in Cairo. Gamal Salem, who wanted the king tried and 
sentenced to death, flew from Alexandria to consult those in 
Cairo, but a majority of the nine who voted, including Nasser 
and Neguib, decided on the i. !ng s exile. Gamal Salem brought 
back a written note from Nasser which clinched the matter. It 
said 

The Liberation movement should get rid of Farouk as quickly as 
possible in order to deal with what is more important - namely, the 
need to purge the country of the corruption that Farouk will leave 
behind him. We must pave the way towards a new era in which the 
people will enjoy their sovereign rights and live in dignity. Justice is one 
of our objectives. We cannot execute Farouk without a trial. Neither 
can we afford to keep him in jail and preoccupy ourselves with the 
rights and wrongs of his case at the risk of neglecting the other purposes 
of the revolution. Let us spare Farouk and send him into exile. History 
will sentence him to deatK 27 

At seven o’clock on the morning of 26 July, Mohieddin’s 
troops began the seizure of the royal palaces of Montazah and 
Ras el Tin. Six men were wounded in a skirmish with the Royal 
Guards. Through Aly Maher, an ultimatum was delivered to the 
king demanding his abdication in favour of his infant son* 
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Prince Ahmed Fuad, by noon and his departure from Egypt 
before six o’clock that evening. The American ambassador sent a 
message to Neguib in Alexandria saying that while the US 
government was prepared to regard the coup as an internal 
matter for the Egyptians only, it wbuld welcome an assurance 
that the king and his family would be allowed to leave Egypt 
unharmed and ‘with honour’. 28 

Early that afternoon, the king signed the official document of 
abdication. He was allowed to leave on board the royal yacht 
Mahroussa to the accompaniment of a twenty-one-gun salute. 
Shortly before 6 p.m. Farouk took leave of Aly Maher and the 
American ambassador at the Ras el Tin Palace and, dressed in 
admiral’s uniform, boarded the Mahroussa at the palace quay. 
With him went his queen, Narriman, and the infant prince, as 
well as his three daughters by his former wife. Over ^00 trunks 
full of the king’s personal property had been hurriedly packed and 
stowed aboard. 

Neguib came to say goodbye to Farouk on board the yacht. 
As Neguib prepared to leave after an embarrassed brief con- 
versation, the king said, * I hope you’ll take good care of the army. 
My grandfather, you know, created it.’ When Neguib replied that 
the army was in good hands, Farouk added, ‘Your task will be 
difficult. It isn’t easy, you know, to govern Egypt. . . ,’ 29 

While Neguib was attending these historic funeral rites of the 
150-year-old Mohammed Ali dynasty and receiving the acclama- 
tions of the astonished and excited Alexandrian crowds, Nasser, 
the chief architect of the coup which was not yet a revolution, was 
hard at work in Cairo in the position of Eminence grise he was to 
occupy for nearly two years. 



Chapter 5 

The Path to Power and the Struggle 
for National Independence, 1952-4 

With the departure of the king, three main problems faced 
Nasser and his colleagues. The traditional political system of 
Egypt had collapsed: they had either to try to reform the old 
structure and put it on its feet again or devise a new one. The 
British were still in Egypt and the Sudan: they had 75,000 troops 
and £500 million worth of installations in the Canal Zone; in the 
Sudan they were working fast to separate the Sudanese from 
Egypt for ever and to briDg them more securely into the British 
imperial orbit. There could be no political stability in Egypt until 
the British troops had left, but how in the face of overwhelmingly 
superior British military power was the evacuation to be achieved? 

Then there was the appalling state of Egypt itself. The economy 
was stagnant: the increase in productivity was beginning to lag 
behind the rising rate of population growth. The conditions of 
poverty, disease, illiteracy and exploitation, especially among the 
peasants who formed two-thirds of the population, were among 
the worst in the world. 

While the countryside seemed sunk in apathy except for an 
occasional local squatters revolt, ‘Blade Saturday* had shown 
something of the fury in the great city slums. Industry, still 
small with about a million workers, was slack. Per capita 
income in Egypt on the eve of the revolution was £42 ($100) a 
year, one-tenth of that of Britain. But the income of the poorest 
was much lower. Per capita net incorr.° from agriculture was 
only £22 ($52-8) a year. Landless labourers earned only about ten 
piastres a day (10 p or 24 cents) and might earn nothing at all for 
half the year. The average life expectancy of an Egyptian male 
was thirty-six years compared with sixty-nine for an American. 1 
Ninety per cent of the population were estimated to suffer from 
the debilitating disease of bilharzia and other parasitical mala- 
dies. 2 

Egypt had six times fewer doctors per head of population than 
an average Western European country and eighty times fewer 
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hospital beds per head than in Britain. 3 Seventy-seven per cent of 
Egyptians over five were illiterate. These were long-term ills 
requiring long-term remedies. There were also more immediate 
troubles. 

Despite what should have been ^ substantial gain in the 
national wealth from the cotton boom during the Korean war, the 
Wafd administration had left a balance-of-payments deficit of 
£E38 million, with almost nothing in the sterling working ac- 
count, a budget deficit of £E81 million and a large unsold surplus 
of cotton stocks bought by the government at high prices. 

Within two years all three problems - the British, the political 
system and the economy - had been tackled simultaneously and 
with different degrees of success. An agreement had been reached 
for the withdrawal of the British troops from Egypt and for the 
future of the Sudan. Some painful first aid by a conservative 
finance minister had restored the national finances. The first small 
but important steps had been taken in the Herculean task of 
long-term economic and social development by an agrarian 
reform and the launching of a modest industrialization pro- 
gramme. The attempt to rebuild the political structure on its old 
basis had been virtually abandoned - if it had ever been seriously 
intended - and the Free Officers with Nasser now openly at their 
head had emerged as the nucleus of a new ruling elite of army 
officers, technocrats, administrators, professional men and other 
members of the middle class who sympathized with or profited 
from their activities. The search, still in progress eighteen years 
later, for a broader and more popular political framework had 
begun but the rule of Nasser and his colleagues was already what 
it was essentially to remain, a dictatorship but one which included 
some public consultation and rested on a wide degree of national 
consent about its aims if not its methods. 

These were formative years for Nasser and his regime. By the 
end of 1954 a pattern had been set in Egypt’s internal affairs, 
if not yet in her foreign policy, which was to dominate the next 
decade. 

Egypt was glad to see the king go but it knew almost nothing 
of its new rulers. A few Egyptians might have heard of Neguib as 
a distinguished soldier, and for those politically in the know he 
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was the centre of the recent conflict in the army between the 
king’s men and the would-be reformers. Even to most of the best- 
informed, whether Egyptian or foreign, the rest of the coup 
leaders were unknown. At first all was done in the name of 
Neguib, and he seemed to be the leader. Another soldier credited 
publicly with a key role in the coup was Colonel Rashed Mehanna, 
an idea he himself helped to promote. He was kicked upstairs 
by the Free Officers Committee to be a member of the Regency 
Council as the first stage to his eventual disgrace and imprison- 
ment. But gradually the word went around among politicians, 
journalists and diplomats that behind General Neguib and the 
civilian government formed by Aly Maher there was a secret 
military junta which took the important decisions. It met usually 
at night in what had been King Farouk’s yacht house on an 
island in the Nile, where after hot but casual debate it took its 
decisions by majority vote. Apart from Neguib, who was a 
general and aged fifty-four, the rest of the junta were mostly in 
their thirties and were officers of middle rank. Its most influential 
member was rumoured to be ‘el Bikbashi’, the thirty-four-year- 
old Lieutenant-Colonel Gamal Abdul Nasser. The mysterious 
junta was in fact the thirteen-man executive committee of the 
Free Officers which was soon to emerge into the open under the 
title of the Revolutionary Command Council. 

Even those who had read the earlier underground manifestoes 
of the Free Officers and now listened to their proclamations after 
the coup, would have been hard pressed at first to gain any clew 
idea of their aims. They wanted to get rid of the British; they 
wanted reform in the army which could only be achieved by 
getting rid of the king; they sought clean honest government in 
the interest of the people and not of the ‘feudalists’. Beyond this 
their political ideas seemed vague and conflicting. 

Was this vagueness real or deliberately misleading? Was it 
Nasser’s intention from the first to climb to supreme power on 
the shoulders of the army? Or was he driven by events and 
experience to abandon early hopes of a more democratic con- 
stitutional system? Support for either thesis can be found in the 
writings and speeches of Nasser and other Free Officers. Their 
words mostly stress their early democratic hopes and reluctance 
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to govern, while from the first their actions showed a decided will 
to power. 

Nasser wrote later (in his booklet The Philosophy of the Revo- 
lution in 19S3) that he had at first seeq the army's task as that of 
an advance guard that charges ‘the strongholds of oppression* 
to dear the way for the mass to follow on ‘the Holy March to the 
Great Goal’. He had been dismayed to find that the masses did 
not follow the army’s desperate charge but hung back as on- 
lookers, as their forebears had passively watched the Mameluke 
cavalry fighting among themselves in the streets of Cairo in the 
Middle Ages. The politicians and intellectuals had been equally 
disappointing: they seemed interested only in furthering their 
personal interests, criticizing each other or patronizingly airing 
their egos. But even after this disillusion, after the abolition of 
the 1923 constitution and the dissolution of the political parties, 
Nasser still declared that the way forward out of the national 
crisis ‘must lead to economic and political freedom. Our role is 
that of a guardian only, no more and no less, a guardian for a 
definite period with a time limit.’ 4 In the same booklet, Nasser 
made it plain that he was a man of ambition and wide vision, 
that he had thought deeply, if not always with precision, about 
Egypt's political and social condition. 

At about the same time as The Philosophy was written, in June 
1953, Nasser gave another and more pragmatic explanation of 
the Free Officers’ intentions. He said in an interview in the news- 
papa* Al Ahram that he and a majority of the Free Officers had 
deliberately decided against drawing up a precise political pro- 
gramme before the coup. They wanted to avoid a split in the 
army movement, for 

the political ideas of the Free Officers differed, according to their 
temperaments and the family or social milieu from which they came. 
. . . What we all wanted was to purge the army, rid the country of 
foreign occupation and establish a clean, fair government which would 
work sincerely for the good of the people. Once in power, we found 
ourselves faced with the difficult problem of establishing a political, 
social and economic programme. It was necessary to improvise. We 
did our best. The divergence of political ideas then obliged us to separate 
from those who did not agree to apply the majority decisions of the 
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Council of the Revolution and then those of the Government we set 
up. 

If pragmatism was for long a hall-mark of Nasser’s political 
action, this did not mean lack of a purpose or of a determination 
to achieve it. Both Nasser and the old politicians approached each 
other after the coup with equal self-deception - a misunderstand* 
ing on the one side of the democratic process and on the other of 
the realities of power. Nasser and his colleagues assumed self- 
righteously that their early actions or proposals, such as the 
removal of the king, the purge of the army, the call on the political 
parties to purge themselves, the introduction of agrarian reform, 
and the appointment of a Regency Council were self-evidently 
correct actions which any man of good will must support. They 
thought that the proper instruments for carrying out these 
changes were the civilian politicians, the parties and a parlia- 
mentary government, provided they had been ‘cleaned up’ along 
the lines demanded by the junta. It was a civilian politician, Aly 
Maher, who had been used to hand the king the abdication 
ultimatum and to whom the officers had passed their land reform 
programme for execution. 

According to Major Salah Salem, later the junta's public 
spokesman, the officers nad themselves planned to return to 
barracks in six months. Nasser himself helped to persuade the 
junta at first to promise parliamentary elections in six months, 
that is by February 1953, while Ocher officers with Marxist or 
Muslim Brotherhood leanings wanted more drastic revolutionary 
action. When the politicians questioned these arbitrarily decided 
changes, the officers saw such reservations not as a normal hazard 
of a free political life but as a proof that the politicians were 
unrepcntantly rooted in the rottrn society of the past. The 
officers weie led to realize that what they wanted was a revolu- 
tionary remoulding of that society and that they alone could 
ensure the fulfilment of that desire. If the officers did not want 
power, they at least wanted the fruits of power. If they would 
have preferred democracy, they also wanted political and social 
results which could at that time be obtained only by dictatorship. 

After years of planning and dreaming, Nasser and his friends 
must have had strong political intentions. Having risked their 
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necks in a daring and brilliantly successful coup , they were 
obviously not going simply to hand over power to the civilian 
politicians until they were fairly sure that their most important 
aims would be carried out. Yet this is apparently what the old 
political leaders expected. 

It is not altogether surprising if at first the professional 
politicians, including the Wafdist leaders, Nahas Pasha and Fuad 
Serag ed-din, who had hurried back from Europe, believed the 
officers were primarily concerned with reforming the army. There 
was the comforting presence of General Neguib at the head of 
affairs. He had spoken repeatedly of a quick return to constitu- 
tional life. He had called in a well-known civilian politician to be 
the first prime minister. (The manner in w'hich Aly Maher was 
summoned suggests he was a last-minute choice: incredibly, after 
years of secret planning, none of the conspirators had Aly 
Maher’s address and Anwar es-Sadat, who had known him of old, 
was sent to track him down with the help of a friendly journalist.) 5 

The determination of the junta to remove the king had been a 
first shock - even to Aly Maher who had ‘turned pale as death* 
when the officers insisted on Farouk’s departure despite the 
king’s acceptance of all their demands. 6 But then the officers had 
put two respected civilian figures together with Colonel Mehanna 
cm the Regency Council. However, more shocks were to come. 
Aly Maher was dismissed on 7 September and replaced as premier 
by General Neguib with a government of civilian technicians and 
a few officers. Aly Maher went because he had objected to the 
agrarian reform law which had been presented to him by the 
junta and had shown reluctance to enforce the purging of the 
Wafd. 

The day after Neguib became premier, the agrarian reform law 
was promulgated. The law provided for a modest but compre- 
hensive agrarian reform, including a redistribution of land. It was 
the wort primarily of Wing Commander Gama! Salem, brother 
of Salah Salem, with the help of two left-wing ‘progressives’, 
the socialist economist Ahmed Fuad and another economist. 
Dr Rashid al Barawy, translator of Das i Capital into Arabic, and 
later author of a book on the 1952 coup. 

Egypt’s land problem was enormous in both human and 
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economic terms. There was first the simple shortage of cultivable 
land relative to the spectacular growth of population. Then within 
this limited area of cultivation the land was distributed in a 
manner both startlingly unequal and highly inefficient. The 
nineteenth-century development of perennial irrigation and of 
cotton as a cash crop had transformed Egyptian agriculture. It 
had changed it from a traditional subsistence economy supporting 
two or three million people into ‘a highly commercialized and 
responsive enterprise’ supporting over twenty million. For a poor 
country, Egypt had a relatively highly developed infrastructure of 
transport, credit and marketing, but its population density, at 
650 people per square kilometre, was among the highest in the 
world for a predominantly agricultural country. The combination 
of Mohammed Aly’s state monopoly and feudalistic land grants, 
followed by the laissez faire policy under the British and their 
immediate successors, and the fragmentation of landholdings due 
to the Muslim laws of inheritance, had also led to a situation 
where less than six per cent of the land-owners - some 162,000 
persons - possessed sixty-five per cent of the cultivated area 
while over ninety-four per cent of the land-owners, or 2,600,000, 
owned only thirty-live per cent. Within the former group (defined 
as owning more than five fed Ians or acres), twenty per cent was 
held by large land-owners with more than 200 feddans, who 
formed 0*1 per cent of the owners. 7 

Many of the landlords, including many small ones with an 
inherited family share of the land, were absentees who lived in 
the cities. More than two-thirds did not operate their land them- 
selves but let it out to tenants or sharecroppers on conditions 
which were usually harsh and not subject to official regulation.® 
Land prices averaged £E400 per feddan, too high for a small 
farmer to pay. Rents were usually 2'ed in relation to prices of 
cotton and other crops and averaged three-quarters of the net 
income from the land. The landlord usually provided the working 
capital, but most peasants, being too ignorant to be able to take 
advantage even of the meagre cooperative and government credit 
facilities available (the big land-owners knew better how to use 
them), were in debt to their landlords, to village moneylenders or 
to brokers. Even worse off were the landless labourers and their 
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families, totalling some eight million souls whose average 
earnings worked out at £E7 per annum per person. 9 

Some big land-owners were enlightened farmers and might 
provide clinics for their villagers, but generally speaking ‘feudal- 
ism* was a polite description for the social condition of the Egyp- 
tian countryside. A big land-owner was the boss of his district, 
able to command the services of the police at his discretion. He 
often employed his own gang of bravos as well as his agents to 
extort rents and depress wages. Almost the only restraint on his 
power - or sometimes its means of transmission - was the 
existence within the villages of a class of medium land-owners, 
of leading families who competed for the position of omdah or 
officially recognized headman. This class, from which Nasser’s 
family came, might espouse rival political parties and, according 
to circumstance, be either the mainstay of authority or the 
groundswell of rebellion, as they were from Arabi to Nasser. 

Egyptian peasants did not emigrate from the familiar intimacy 
of the Nile Valley except to Egypt’s own cities and industrial 
development was not enough to provide jobs for the millions 
who poured into the slums of Cairo and Alexandria. 

The result was an unbelievable misery in the countryside 
alleviated only by a warm climate, narcotics, ignorance, religion 
and that humour, intimacy and solidarity that are often charac- 
teristic of slum life, whether rural or urban - for most of Egypt 
was a vast rural slum. These conditions, reminiscent of descrip- 
tions of the French peasantry in the eighteenth century before the 
Revolution or of Macaulay’s picture of the savagery of rural life 
in scvcntecnth-century Catholic Ireland, were known to Nasser 
and his friends not only through their family connexions but 
also because most of their soldiers were drawn from the villages. 
Against such a background the land reform proposed by the 
Free Officers was modest indeed. It was all the same a milestone 
in the social history of the Arab East and was to provide a model 
for subsequent agrarian reforms in other Arab countries of the 
Middle East and North Africa. Its most publicized aspect was the 
decision to limit land holdings to 200 feddans per person, with 
100 feddans extra allowed for dependants. Any land held in 
addition to this was to be requisitioned and redistributed by the 
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state to small farmers, tenants and labourers. The requisitioned 
land was to be paid for with non-negotiable government bonds 
repayable over thirty years at three per cent interest. The com- 
pensation was fixed at ten times the rental value which in turn 
was calculated at seven times the haste land tax. This amounted 
to about half the market value or less, depending on how honest 
thp land-owner had been in paying his taxes. The sale price to the 
naw peasant owners was fixed on the same terms plus fifteen 
per cent for the administrative costs of the new Government 
Agrarian Reform Department (later elevated to a Ministry). 
Repayment was also over thirty years at three per cent interest. 
The land available for distribution totalled nearly half a million 
feddans and eventually about a million people - fanners and 
their families - were claimed to have benefited from rights of full 
ownership under the land redistribution, as against 10,000 big 
land-owners who lost. 10 

But the land redistribution - also applied to some lands held 
by the state and by Waqfs or Muslim religious endowments - 
was only one of four different aspects of the agrarian reform. A 
minimum wage was fixed for agricultural labourers at 18 piastres 
per day (18 p or 43 cents) and agricultural trades unions were 
legalized. Rents were pegged at seven times the land tax - about 
half their previous market v aluc - and the conditions for tenancies 
and sharecropping regulated. Cooperative efforts were encour- 
aged to overcome the fragment atioi of land-ownership and farm 
operation and a new system of agricultural credits was intro- 
duced. The state began an increasing control and supervision of 
land reclamation. 11 

The economic effects of the agrarian reform naturally took 
some years to make themselves felt. Here we are concerned with 
the immediate political consequence The ceiling on land holdings 
limited, as it was meant to, the local power of the really big land- 
owners and also their national political induence. This effect was 
to be produced not only because of the change in land distribution 
but also because the law demonstrated that the governmental 
authority was no longer at the disposal of the land-owner but on 
the side of the peasant. 

Yet, even if the promised government compensation for requiri- 
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tioned land was to prove illusory, the continued ownership of 
200 feddans of good land was no mean asset. It represented a 
capital value of some £80,000 and an annual income from rent of 
between £6,000 and £8,000. Moreover, landlords had been given a 
breathing space before requisitioning in which they could sell 
their surplus land to small farmers instead of waiting for govern- 
ment seizure and compensation. Many did so at cut prices. Some 
economists and sociologists advising the junta had pressed for 
a lower ceiling, of fifty feddans for land-ownership. The junta had 
rejected this advice because they were afraid the administrative 
problem involved would be too difficult to handle without serious 
damage to agricultural productivity as a whole. 

But 200 feddans was not good enough for the old rulers of 
Egypt. Aly Maher, supported by Colonel Mehanna, wanted to 
raise the limit to 500 feddans or to subject the surplus land to 
progressive taxation rather than confiscation. The Wafd Secre- 
tary-General, Fuad Serag ed-din, opposed the law. Accoitling to 
one report, Nasser had been prepared to offer the government 
to the Wafd and to restore parliamentary government at once if 
they had accepted the land reform. Nasser was at first outvoted 
seven to one on this issue in the Officers Committee and had 
resigned before getting his way. 12 But Nahas and Serag ed-din 
refused. 

The Wafd and the Muslim Brotherhood were the only two 
groups which had survived from the collapse of the political 
system with any degree of mass support. Without the backing of 
the palace and the instruments of state power, the police, the 
army and the bureaucracy, the minority parties were exposed as 
only a handful of individuals of varying quality. They were mostly 
discredited by association with the king. But in spite of the failure 
of the old Wafdist leaders and the abortive insurrection and then 
repression of the Muslim Brothers, the Wafd and the Brother- 
hood both still had mass organizations. They could still count on a 
following among students and workers and in the villages. They 
also had sympathizers among the Free Officers, especially the 
left-wing of the Wafd which shaded off through fellow-travellers 
into Communists. The Muslim Brothers were particularly strong- 
ly represented among the officers, but they mistook the extent to 
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which the junta was committed to their idea of an Islamic state. 
The junta invited the Muslim Brothers to take part in the govern* 
ment but they rejected the demands of the Brotherhood for a veto 
power over the Islamic aspects of any legislation and for the 
right to nominate four ministers. One Muslim Brother, Sheikh 
Ahmed Hassan el Bakhoury, was appointed Minister of Waqfs 
(Religious Endowments) but then split from the Brotherhood. 

The combination of Wafdists, Muslim Brothers and Commun- 
ists, operating sometimes separately and sometimes in a united 
front, sometimes directly and sometimes indirectly through the 
Free Officers themselves, was to provide the main opposition to 
Nasser and the junta during the years to come. The first blow 
in the struggle with this opposition was struck by the Free 
Officers. When the political parties showed little sign of volun- 
tarily purging themselves in accordance with the officers’ wishes, 
the junta issued a law requiring the reorganization of the parties 
and their registration after certain conditions had been complied 
with. 

The political leaders now began at last to realize that effective 
power lay with the army. But the Wafd was still defiant. The Free 
Officers replied by arresting Fuad Serag ed-din and sixty other 
leading politicians, including two former prime ministers. The 
Wafd bowed its head, suspended Scrag ed-din from the Secretary- 
Generalship and nominally replaced the aging Nahas Pasha as 
leader by the less tainted Saleh Fahmy Gomaa. But the prestige 
and the influence of the party had been broken. 

Most of those arrested had been released by the beginning of 
December but on 14 October Colonel Rashad Mehanna was 
dismissed from the Regency Council and placed under house 
arrest. He was suspected of being the focal point of a counter- 
revolutionary movement developing on a broad front, including 
old regime politicians, land-owners and the Muslim Brothers and 
their sympathizers in the army. 

By the beginning of December the junta had made up its mind 
to abandon its earlier ideas of working with the purged parties 
and of holding elections by February 1953. Elections, it con- 
sidered, would simply mean going back to the abuses of the old 
system, with the removal of Farouk the only change. They must 
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also have been faced with the old revolutionary dilemma of how 
to get off the back of the tiger: a parliament dominated by Wafd- 
ists and Muslim Brothers might very well now try to make sure 
that the revolutionary officers were themselves eliminated from 
positions of power in the army. On 9 December, therefore. 
General Neguib announced the abolition of the 1923 Constitu- 
tion and the postponement of the promised elections for another 
three years. Within the next six weeks the junta took a series of 
steps finally to liquidate the old party system and to ensure that 
at least for the next three years of the ‘transition period* its own 
political power should reign supreme. After serious student riots 
in the early days of 1953, it was announced that a plot against the 
government had been discovered. Many people were arrested 
and accused, including Colonel Mehanna and twenty-four other 
leading politicians, a number of Muslim Brothers and forty- 
eight persons said to be members of the Communist pa^ty. One 
of the army officers. Colonel Damanhoury, was sentenced to 
death for incitement to mutiny but was reprieved. Colonel 
Mehanna, tried later, was sentenced on 30 March to life imprison- 
ment. But Serag ed-din and other arrested politicians were not 
tried until September 1953. They then appeared before a special 
revolutionary tribunal composed of three leading members of the 
junta, under the chairmanship of Wing Commander Abdul Latif 
Baghdadi, on charges of corruption and plotting with a foreign 
power for the overthrow of the government. These were political 
and not judicial trials. Designed for their propaganda effect, 
they were the junta's first large-scale public venture into political 
cynicism and the distortion of justice. Serag ed-din was sentenced 
to life imprisonment and so was Karim Thabet, the former 
favourite and press counsellor of Farouk. The former Saadist 
premier, Ibrahim Abdul Hadi, the bitter foe of the Muslim 
Brothers, was sentenced to death but reprieved. The wife of 
Nahas Pasha was heavily fined. At the same time groups of 
Communists were tried on charges of subversion. 

The junta had already shown its anti-Communist bias by its 
harsh reaction to the riots at the textile works of Kafr el Dawar 
near Alexandria in August 1952. The managers had called in 
the police to break a strike believed to have been organized by 
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the illegal Communist party which had through strike action 
successfully forced union recognition and a wage rise in a neigh- 
bouring plant. A riot developed in which cars were set on fire 
and the company offices attacked. Nine people, including a 
policeman and two soldiers, were killed and twenty-three 
seriously wounded. 

A military tribunal set up on the factory grounds sentenced 
two men, considered the ringleaders, to death. One of them, a 
young man of twenty-four named Mustafa Khamis, was offered 
by Neguib personally a commutation to life imprisonment if he 
would disclose the names of those who had inspired his action. 
He refused and was hanged together with the other man. 13 The 
final decision on execution was said to have been taken by a 
majority of the junta, with Nasser among three voting for 
clemency. 

The arrests of political leaders were followed on 16 January 
by the dissolution of all the political parties - except for the Mus- 
lim Brotherhood, which was still given favoured treatment as a 
social and religious organization - and the confiscation of their 
property. In a speech on 23 January, the anniversary of the first 
six months of the revolution, Neguib announced the outlines 
of the proposed transitional political regime, and a provisional 
constitution was promulgated three weeks later. Full sovereign 
powers were vested in Neguib as ‘Leader of the Revolution’ on 
behalf of the Council of the Revolut ion, which was in fact com- 
posed of the Free Officers executive committee. Legislative and 
executive powers were vested in the cabinet, a mixture of civilians 
and officers. The ‘general policy of the state’ was to be directed 
by joint meetings of the Council of the Revolution and the 
Cabinet. A new political organization, the Liberation Rally, 
would replace the political parties during the three years' transi- 
tion. On 6 February it was announced that the Secretary-General 
of the Rally, which, in its claim to be a national but not a party 
body, was reminiscent of General de Gaulle’s Rally of the French 
People, would be Nasser. Members of the junta, Nasser and 
Neguib among them, had already begun to tour the country mak- 
ing speeches to try to rally popular support behind the regime, 
to counteract discontent caused by the economic austerity mea- 
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sures, the revival of press censorship and the crushing of party 
political life. 

The true power structure of the regime was beginning to 
emerge. Its core was the Council of the Revolution. Neguib’s 
genial and modest manners, his pipe and his kindly words, 
had won him enormous personal popularity. Neguib also re- 
assured foreign opinion, as well as the apprehensive Christian 
and Jewish minorities in Egypt. But to those who had serious 
business to transact with the Egyptian government it was becom- 
ing increasingly clear that the man who counted was Nasser. 

When Neguib spoke on the six months’ anniversary, Nasser 
stood at his right hand, a tall, dark, awkward figure. His appear- 
ance symbolized the reputation Nasser was beginning to earn as 
the vaguely sinister man behind the scenes, the austere ’fanatic' 
who was blamed, rather than the ‘moderate’ Neguib, for harsh or 
unpopular actions. The emphasis of the regime, tempered verbally 
by Neguib, was on order and authority, on responsibility and a 
Cromwellian puritanism, rather than on the traditional flowery 
rhetoric and promises of Egyptian and Arab political leaders. 
The slogan announced by Neguib for the Liberation Rally was 
‘Unity, Discipline and Work’. With his assumption of the 
Secretary-Generalship of the Rally, Nasser moved officially for 
the first time out of the shadows and nearer to the limelight. At 
first his only official position had been that of head of Neguib’s 
persona] staff as commander-in-chief. In that capacity, his first 
concern had been characteristically to ensure the solidity of the 
regime’s power base by purging and reorganizing the army. In 
the junta he had one vote in the taking of majority decisions, like 
the other members. He appears to have dominated their councils 
by sheer personality and capacity for work - and by the fact 
that he had from the first been the main organizer of the Free 
Officers and shared only with Abdul Hakim Amer the special 
power given by complete knowledge of the secret army network. 
Now, as the chief organizer of the Liberation Rally, he would 
also have in his hands the main civilian organization supporting 
the regime. On 19 May he became official Vice-President of the 
Revolutionary Command. 

After the abolition of the monarchy and proclamation of the 



The Path to Power 123 

republic in June 1953 Nasser entered the cabinet for the first time 
as Deputy Premier and Minister of the Interior. Neguib was 
both provisional President and Prime Minister. In the re- 
organized Cabinet there were five officers and ten civilians. Wing 
Commander Baghdadi became Minister of War and Hakim 
Amcr, promoted major-general, succeeded Neguib as com- 
mander-in-chief of the armed forces. Later in the year Nasser 
handed over the Ministry of the Interior to another of his closest 
associates, Lieutenant-Colonel Zacharia Mohieddin. He and his 
most trusted and able friends thus between them controlled the 
main security forces of the country and also the only permitted 
mass political organization. Nasser was in an increasingly strong 
position to establish his own authority and defeat the challenge 
of any rival. 

The challenge - and a contest which, in spite of all precautions, 
Nasser was within an ace of losing - was not long in coming. 
Within weeks of the proclamation of the Republic, there were 
rumours of disagreement within the regime between Neguib and 
the Revolutionary Council. At the same time the Muslim Brothers 
showed signs of stirring; there was dissension within the Brother- 
hood ranks between those who pressed for more violent action 
and the more passive conserv;Uive leadership of the Supreme 
Guide, Hassan el Hodeiby. One reason for this unrest was the 
displeasure of the extremists that the regime had reached an 
agreement with Britain over the Sudan, had begun negotiations 
with Britain over the Canal Zone and was keeping more violent 
measures of boycott or guerrilla attacks against the British under 
tight control. 

At first there was no apparent connexion between the split 
within the regime and the pressure of the Muslim Brotherhood. 
The split had arisen largely because Neguib, having become both 
President and Prime Minister and increasingly aware of his 
personal popularity, began to feel that he should have more real 
authority. He was no longer satisfied with the role of figurehead. 
He complained that the young officers of the junta often met 
secretly behind his back to arrange decisions before he took part 
in meetings of the RCC or the Cabinet. 

The junta on their side objected that Neguib often made 
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public statements of policy without getting their prior approval 
and sometimes without full knowledge of the facts. The dispute 
was one of personality and authority rather than over dear policy 
issues, though the political trials in September 1953 may have 
been one cause of dissension. Neguib himself later claimed that 
it was primarily a difference of ‘psychology’ and tactics rather 
than strategy. 

Abdul Nasser believed [he wrote], with all the bravado of a man of 
thirty-six, that we could afford to alienate every segment of Egyptian 
public opinion, if necessary, in order to achieve our goals. I believed, 
with all the prudence of a man of fifty-three, that we would need as 
much popular support as we could possibly retain. I further believed 
that it would be better to sacrifice, or at least delay, the attainment of 
some of our objectives in order to ensure the attainment of others . 14 

Specifically Neguib wanted more personal authority to dismiss 
and appoint ministers and army officers. He demanded a form of 
veto over decisions of the cabinet, of the Council of the Revolu- 
tion and of the commander-in-chief. The junta wanted to main- 
tain its control of policy and its own system of majority vote. 

The two disputes, with Neguib and with the Muslim Brothers, 
came to a head within a fortnight of each other. On 12 February 
1954 there was a clash at Cairo University between armed 
Muslim Brothers and student supporters of the Liberation Rally. 
A score of students were wounded before the police restored 
order. The government reacted immediately by abolishing the 
Brotherhood and arresting several hundred of its leading mem- 
bers, including the Supreme Guide. The ban on the Brotherhood 
was later lifted (until its final dissolution on 26 October 1954) and 
most of its leaders released on a promise to confine the Brother- 
hood’s activities to religion and social welfare. 

On 23 February 1954 Neguib submitted his resignation in a 
letter to the Council of the Revolution, declaring, ‘I can no 
longer carry out my duties in the manner that I consider best 
calculated to serve the national interests’. 15 Neguib’s resignation 
was a clear challenge to the authority of the Council of the 
Revolution and of Nasser in particular. In attempting to force 
the junta’s hand, Neguib was obviously counting on both his 
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popularity in Egypt and his key position in dealing with the 
Sudan - he was about to fly to Khartoum for the in au g uration 
of the Sudanese parliament five days later. 

Nasser’s first reaction - it was to become a characteristic 
tactic for him - was to play for time. He sent two of the junta, 
Gamal Salem and Hussein esh-Shafei, to try to persuade Neguib 
to withdraw his resignation and, if this failed, to ask him to keep 
it secret for two weeks until the Sudan visit was over and the 
Council of the Revolution had had time to consider the question. 
To this latter suggestion Neguib agreed. But the next day the 
Council met without him and, according to some reports, under 
pressure from Salah Salem, who as Minister for Sudan Affairs 
resented Neguib’s initiatives on the Sudan, and other officers, 
voted to remove him. 16 That night while Neguib was at home his 
house was surrounded by troops and his telephone cut. He was 
put under house arrest. 17 

The news of Neguib’s removal brought big popular demon- 
strations in Cairo in his favour. They were organized by the 
remaining cadres of Wafdists and the left-wing groups who, with 
the Muslim Brothers, could still bring masses of students and 
workers on to the streets. This united front of the Brotherhood, 
the left and the Wa f d aimed to use Neguib’s popularity in the 
hope of forcing the junta to restore the political parties, parlia- 
ment and a freer press. But more worrying to Nasser than this 
massive support for Neguib in the streets was the split created in 
the army and inside the Council of the Revolution itself. On 
26 February, there was a stormy meeting of Neguib partisans 
in the barracks of the cavalry corps to which Khaled Mohieddin, 
the youngest and most left-wing member of the Council, belonged. 
Khaled Mohieddin had previously opposed the abolition of 
political parties and urged a quicker return to a form of demo- 
cratic life through the election of a constituent assembly. Nasser 
himself went to the meeting for talks which lasted through the 
afternoon and part of the night. There were rumours that at this 
time Nasser was himself isolated and in danger of arrest at the 
cavalry barracks. Khaled Mohieddin has maintained that the 
cavalry corps were not preparing a coup and Nasser was never in 
danger of arrest, though some of the officers present may have 
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tried to make Nasser think their tanks had the barracks stnv 
rounded. 18 

To avoid the split spreading through the army and destroying 
the power basis of the revolution - and perhaps to escape from an 
awkward personal situation at the cavalry barracks - Nasser 
persuaded the Council of the Revolution to adopt a compromise. 
Khaled Mohieddin was to become premier and Neguib was to be 
asked to come back as President. 

Early next morning Khaled Mohieddin and seven other young 
cavalry officers went out to Neguib’s suburban home, got 
through the cordon of troops and barbed wire and told the 
general the news. Neguib was ready to accept the compromise, 
but the game was by no means over. An hour later, intelligence 
officers under instructions from Nasser took Neguib away from 
his home, first to the artillery headquarters near A1 Maza airport 
on the outskirts of Cairo and then, when this was surrounded by 
demonstrating soldiers, out to a hiding place in the desert. At 
the same time sections of the Free Officers who had rejected the 
compromise and supported Nasser had begun to organize coun- 
ter-action against the cavalry corps. The cavalry barracks were 
surrounded and were over-flown by aircraft. While demonstra- 
tions continued in the streets and an official Sudanese delegation 
flew to Cairo to urge Neguib’s release and safety, a new com- 
promise was proposed. Neguib should return as President but with 
Nasser as premier instead of Mohieddin. Neguib again accepted. 

There was an emotional public reconciliation between Neguib 
and Nasser, but it was not to last for long. Nasser was obviously 
relieved to have escaped a crisis which had looked as if it might 
sweep away the whole of the revolution. But the events had also 
shown the depth of the rift with Neguib and the dangers involved. 
Disagreement in the Council continued over the question of the 
return to parliamentary life. Neguib had publicly announced 
that he had returned to the Presidency on the understanding that 
parliamentary life would be restored. A few days later, after his 
return from the Sudan, Neguib announced plans to create a 
constituent Assembly and provisional parliament before 23 July, 
the second anniversary of the revolution. He also announced 
the abolition of press censorship. 
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On 9 March Nasser handed over the premiership to Neguib 
until free elections should be held. Nasser was said to be suffering 
from great strain and to have been advised by his doctor to rest. 
It looked as if Neguib had won all along the line. But Nasser 
had already begun to organize what was virtually a second coup, 
reminiscent in its timing and subtlety of Mark Antony’s speech 
on the death of Caesar. It was a masterly combination of force 
and political finesse. The preparations had begun while Neguib 
was in Khartoum. Nasser ordered the arrest of several hundred 
people accused of trying to exploit the Neguib-Nasser crisis to 
bring about a counter-revolution. He had already made use of 
his ten days as prime minister to carry out a quick purge of pro- 
Neguib elements in the army, especially the cavalry corps. 
Khaled Mohieddin was sent on a ‘special mission’ to Europe 
which was a prelude to his dismissal from the Council of the 
Revolution and exile for two years. Sixteen other cavalry officers 
were arrested and three months later tried and sentenced to 
prison terms. At the same time prison sentences were imposed 
on twenty-two civilians alleged to be Communists. Nasser also 
tightened his hold on the trades unions and other workers* 
organizations by appointing one of his loyal Free Officers, Major 
Kamal ed-din Hussein, to be Minister of Social Affairs. While 
preparing his forces, and eliminating potential opposition orga- 
nizers, Nasser had been letting Neguib have his head. His aim 
was not only to gain time but also to let Neguib work himself 
eventually into an untenable political position. Nasser saw 
clearly that, whether Neguib intended it or not, a return to 
parliamentary life on Neguib’s terms would mean the end of the 
army movement and probably of most of what it had set out to 
achieve. The public, like Neguib, might mistakenly think that it 
could have both the fruits of revolution and a return to the old 
party system. Nasser’s plan was to make it plain that they had 
to choose one or the other. 

On 25 March, the Council of the Revolution majority voted 
to issue a communique announcing the restoration of political 
parties and stating, ‘The Council of the Revolution will surrender 
its powers to a constituent assembly on 24 July 1954 at which time 
it will proclaim the end of the Egyptian Revolution’. As Nasser 
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had planned, the announcemen t of the impending self-dissolution 
of the Council of the Revolution came as a shock to all those in 
the army and in the public who had opposed the old regime and 
feared its return to uninhibited power. Acting through the Libera- 
tion Rally and the trades unions, Nasser was able to canalize this 
filling into large demonstrations demanding the maintenance of 
the Council and calling for Nasser instead of Neguib. The 
demonstrations were backed up by a general transport strike. 
More important, Nasser was given a free hand to settle the crisis 
by an assembly of the Free Officers. 

Nasser thus demonstrated conclusively that, whoever might 
hold the titles, he held the keys to power - in the army, among 
the workers and in the streets. It was only a matter of time before 
he took the titles, too. On 17 April, Neguib, suffering from a 
nervous breakdown, still popular but shorn of organized support 
from any source, was forced to resign again as prime minister. 
He was also dropped from the Council of the Revolution. Nasser 
took over the premiership once more, keeping Neguib as Presi- 
dent. But increasingly Neguib became only a figurehead until his 
final removal from office in October. 

With Nasser’s return, the army dictatorship was re-established. 
The elections Were again postponed until the end of the three 
years' transition. Once more political parties were banned and 
the press censored. Thirty-eight former ministers and twenty-three 
journalists were deprived of political rights for ten years. The 
only concession to democratic sentiment was the creation of a 
National Advisory Council of 240 members appointed by the 
Cabinet. 

So the parliamentary constitutional system which Egyptian 
liberals had struggled so long to establish and which had suffered 
so many abuses was finally destroyed. Did Egypt’s parliament 
deserve to die? What would have happened if Neguib had won? 
It might be argued that with all its faults the parliamentary 
system in Egypt at least held out some prospects of a political 
evolution which might gradually reduce its corrupt basis and 
enable an increasing educated public to learn from political 
discussion. British parliamentary life until the last century was 
also corrupt and dominated by land-owners. Against this has to be 
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weighed three probabilities. First, a parliament dominated once 
again by the Wafd would probably have undone the land reform 
and held up other economic and social refo rms. There would 
have probably also been no High Dam and a slower industrializa- 
tion. Second, there would have been no negotiated agreement 
with the British over the Canal Zone base, because no political 
group, even if it wanted to, would have been strong enough to 
make such an agreement. Third, even if Neguib had won and the 
parliament had been recreated, it is probable that it would before 
long have broken down again in the throes of a revolution more 
violent and bloody than the 1952 coup. For the combination of 
social and economic pressures and of a possible resumption of 
the struggle against the British in the Canal Zone would almost 
certainly have been more than the old parties could cope with. 
Disillusion would have been widespread and the way would have 
been open for action by the Muslim Brothers and the Com- 
munists waiting in the wings. 

Before there could be any political stability and real progress 
in Egypt there had above all to be a settlement with Britain. 
The consolidation of Nasser’s power enabled him to complete 
a settlement which had been hanging fire for eighteen months. 

As w'e have already seen, the secret tracts of the Free Officers 
before the coup had echoed uie radical nationalist slogans of the 
time, demanding unity of the Nile Valley and immediate and 
unconditional British withdrawal from both Egypt and the 
Sudan. They had rejected any negotiation with Britain, denounced 
schemes for joint defence and called for a policy of neutrality. 19 
But when the Free Officers came to pow'er they had to face the 
realities of the dilemma of dealing with the British. Should they 
continue and perhaps intensify the physical pressure of boycott 
and guerrilla warfare against the British base in the Suez Canal 
Zone, which had hastened the ruin of the Wafd? Or should they 
adopt the course of negotiation which had hitherto produced no 
results, which was condemned by most of the more extreme 
nationalists and which would certainly be used against them by 
their opponents? In the event, they employed a mixture of 
pressure and talks; the emphasis was on negotiation but the boy- 
cott was kept up and the threat of guerrilla warfare maintained. 
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though in practice it was kept at a low level. At the same time, the 
junta was preparing for two important policy decisions which 
helped to clear the way for a negotiated settlement. The first was 
to recognize the Sudan’s right to self-determination, the right to 
choose independence rather than union with Egypt if it wished. 
The second was to negotiate with Britain on the Sudan and on the 
Canal Zone base as separate issues. 

A series of meetings at the end of 1952 between General 
Neguib and leaders of the four main Sudanese parties led to an 
agreement between them on 10 January 1953. Egypt and Britain 
reached agreement on the Sudan a month later. They recognized 
the right of the Sudanese to self-determination, to an eventual 
choice between independence and union with Egypt. There were 
to be early free elections for a Sudanese parliament to be followed 
by a three-year transitional period of self-government. During 
this period sovereignty would be held in reserve and^thc Gover- 
nor-General would be advised in its exercise by a five-man 
commission composed of an Egyptian and British representative, 
two Sudanese and a Pakistani chairman. 

In Egypt, the agreement was regarded by the Muslim Brothers 
and others as breaking the cherished unity of the Nile Valley. 
In Britain there were misgivings from the right-wing imperialist 
group in the Conservative party at the apparent abandonment 
under Egyptian pressure of the possibility of bringing the Sudan 
into the British Commonwealth. On the British side the clinching 
argument for the Sudan agreement came not from the British 
embassy in Cairo but unexpectedly and irrefutably from the 
British authorities in Khartoum. The Civil Secretary of the Sudan 
government, Sir James Robertson, told the British government 
bluntly that if Britain did not give the Sudanese their freedom 
she would have to fight them, and this was inconceivable. 
Britain had only a brigade of troops and a few hundred officials 
in the Sudan. The whole vast country, as big as Western Europe, 
was really ruled on the basis of confidence. 20 

The agreement did not end the contest between Britain and 
Egypt in the Sudan but brought it within the more manageable 
limits of competition for local political influence. When the 
National Union party won the first parliamentary elections and 
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formed the first Sudanese national government under Tsmall el 
Azhari at the beginning of 1954, there was jubilation in Cairo 
and shock in London. But two years later it was Ismail el Azhari 
who led the Sudan into complete independence, after forcing 
both Britain and Egypt to accept a simple declaration of in- 
dependence by the Sudan parliament in place of the more elabor- 
ate process of self-determination originally envisaged. 

The Sudan continued to be a source of friction in Anglo- 
Egyptian relations. In particular it nourished the animosity and 
suspicions of the British conservative press and the imperialist 
back-benchers in the House of Commons and so inhibited the 
British government’s diplomatic dealings with Egypt. But it 
ceased otherwise to be a major obstacle to an agreement on the 
British military base in Egypt. More serious was the problem of 
reconciling views on the base itself. The Egyptians demanded the 
complete withdrawal of British forces and rejected any joint 
Middle East defence commitment. The British insisted that a 
military base must be kept available in the Canal Zone for the 
regional defence of the Middle East. There were problems of a 
military strategic character as well as those created by an emo- 
tionally aroused and ill-informed public opinion on both sides. 
But other factors made for agreement. On the British side, defence 
strategy was being reviewed in the light of the hydrogen bomb and 
the possibility of a ‘thaw’ in the cold war after the death of 
Stalin. Both of these developments would reduce the likelihood 
of a direct Soviet military attack as the main threat against which 
Western policy in the Middle East must guard. The H-bomb also 
made it likely that a huge base such as that in the Canal Zone 
was now obsolete because it was too vulnerable: more dispersed 
and smaller bases would be better. There was a growing realization 
- already shared by the British comn coders in Egypt - that to 
try to maintain the base in the Canal Zone in the face of Egyptian 
hostility was counter-productive from a military point of view. 
There was continued pressure for an Anglo-Egyptian settlement 
from Washington where the new Republican administration 
under President Eisenhower and his Secretary of State, John 
Foster Dulles, was beginning to take a wider interest in the 
Middle East. 
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Churchill and Eden sought the support of Eisenhower for a 
new joint approach to Egypt. In talks in Washington at the 
beginning of 1953, Eden presented Eisenhower with alternative 
British plans for the maintenance of a base in Egypt. ‘Plan A’, 
which the British hoped to get Cairo, to accept, would have left 
7,000 British soldiers in uniform in Egypt to maintain the base 
so that it could be ‘reactivated’ in the event of an attack or 
threatened attack on the Arab states, Turkey or Iran. The plan 
also provided for joint air defence and continued British military 
command over the Canal base. Eisenhower, while agreeing to the 
principle that the Canal base was needed for Middle East defence 
and promising diplomatic support for Britain and the carrot of 
economic and military aid for Cairo, declined to join in a united 
front against Egypt. He later expressed doubts whether the 
British ‘Plan A’ could be made acceptable in Cairo in view of the 
state of Egyptian national sentiment. He thought {he British 
‘Plan B’ - which would put the Canal base under Egyptian con- 
trol with a smaller number of British or Allied supervisory staff 
and technicians - was more realistic. 

The first move towards a settlement came from Nasser. In 
April 1953 he gave an interview to the Cairo correspondent of the 
Observer in which he said that Egypt would be willing to allow 
a limited number of British technicians to stay in the Canal Zone 
to maintain the base for reactivation in war-time, provided 
Britain did not try to make this presence into a disguised occupa- 
tion of Egypt. 21 This was correctly interpreted by the British as 
opening the way to talks. The negotiations began in Cairo on 
28 April 1953. Nasser led the Egyptian side, together with Salah 
Salem, Amer, Baghdadi and the Foreign Minister, Mahmoud 
Fawzi. Fawzi and Salah Salem did the day-to-day talking but the 
key man was Nasser. At first the British team was led by Sir 
Ralph Stevenson, together with General Sir Brian Robertson 
(now Lord Robertson), the commander-in-chief, British Land 
Forces, Middle East, a calm and sensible soldier who had already 
skilfully played a politico-military role as the chief British 
representative in Germany during the Berlin blockade. 

Stevenson had later to go on seven months’ sick leave and was 
replaced by Robin Hankey of the Foreign Office. But this first 
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round of talks lasted only a week. The British, working on their 
‘Plan A’, tried to engage Nasser in a detailed discussion of the 
technical problems of maintaining the base and of its war-time 
reactivation. Nasser refused to be drawn and insisted that he 
could not discuss details until the British had accepted the prin- 
ciple of complete evacuation of their troops. The base must be 
under Egyptian military command. The continued presence of 
British technicians in uniform would in the Egyptian public’s eyes 
have amounted to less than complete withdrawal. When the 
British declined to give this assurance of their departure until 
they knew what they could leave behind, Nasser broke off the 
talks on 6 May. He declared, ‘we preferred not to waste our 
time’. 

Churchill, taking advantage of the absence through illness of 
Anthony Eden, his more flexible Foreign Secretary, was inclined 
to be tough. He hated the idea of leaving Egypt. In a letter to 
Eisenhower he complained that 

the Egyptian dictatorship had washed its hands of discussions with the 
British, timing this move with Foster Dulles’s visit. ... If as a result of 
American encouragement Neguib decided to turn his threats into 
action, bloodshed might well result, bloodshed for which the British 
would disclaim all responsibili* /.* 1 

The American Secretary of State had seen Neguib and Nasser in 
Cairo on 11 May as part of a tour oi Middle East countries and 
Pakistan. 

Despite the formal breaking off of talks and threatening activi- 
ties by the Egyptians in the Canal Zone, including the formation 
of a National Liberation Militia, informal contacts between the 
British and Egyptians continued during the rest of the year. 
General Robertson privately regarded the Canal Zone base, he 
said later, as a military nonsense’: ‘The Egyptians were sitting 
in the Delta and could swoop down at night and shoot up mem- 
bers of the forces and their families. Protecting the Canal Zone 
base already took the best part of three divisions - more than the 
British army could afford to keep in Egypt.’ 23 

During the talks, which were held secretly at General Robert- 
son’s villa at Nasser's request, Robertson found Nasser ‘intelli- 
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gent and str aight, but inexperienced in the government of a 
country'. In negotiation, 'he was fluent and had done his home* 
work. He was polite and clear. . . . Nasser emphasized during the 
tfllVft his ambition for a united Arab state of which he saw himself 
the leader. This was a fixed thing at tjhe back of his mind.’* 

In January 1954, the continued quiet discussions in Cairo be- 
tween Nasser and Stevenson produced an important concession 
from Nasser: he agreed that the Canal base could be reactivated 
in the event of an attack on Turkey, a condition Egypt had hither- 
to rejected. The question was now whether Britain would on her 
side concede complete evacuation - which meant Egyptian control 
of the base and technicians in limited numbers without uniform. 
When the British showed no signs of giving way on these points 
Nasser allowed or encouraged an increase in armed attacks on 
British troops in the Canal Zone. For the first few months of 1954, 
the political situation in both Egypt and Britain held»up further 
progress towards an agreement. By mid-summer political con- 
ditions on both sides were quiet enough for the final move to a 
settlement. The British agreed to withdraw all their forces from 
Egypt and to maintain the base with civilian technicians under 
contract to British firms. The British Minister for War, Anthony 
Head, was sent out to Cairo, to negotiate the principles of an 
agreement. He and Nasser initialled the agreement on 27 July. Lt 
was then negotiated in detail by the British Minister of State for 
Foreign Affairs, Anthony Nutting, and finally signed by him and 
by Nasser on 19 October 1954. 

The agreement ended the 1936 Treaty and provided for the 
complete withdrawal of British forces from Egypt in stages over 
the next twenty months. The remaining installations of the Canal 
Zone base would then be under Egyptian command but would be 
maintained by a maximum of 1,200 British civilian technicians for 
seven years. During this time British forces could reoccupy and 
make use of it if there were an armed attack on Egypt or on any 

*Sir Ralph Stevenson gained a slightly different impression. He told the 
author in September 1968. ‘Nasser had few illusions about the Arabs; his 
views on them were vitriolic. “No Arabs have ever been able to work 
together,” Nasser said, “The only agreement I can hope to get is to use 
oar nuisance value in more or less the same direction.” * 
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other Arab country which had signed the Arab Collective Security 
Pact, or on Turkey. 

After the signing ceremony, Nasser declared, ‘The ugly page of 
Anglo-Egyptian relations has been turned and another page is 
being written. . . . There is now no reason why Britain and Egypt 
should not work constructively together.* 24 A fortnight later the 
United States agreed to grant Egypt $40 million in aid. Britain 
announced the resumption of arms deliveries. Nasser had achieved 
the great national aim. British troops would soon leave Egypt 
after an occupation lasting seventy-two years. But for some of the 
more extreme nationalists among his compatriots, the price Nasser 
had paid for securing British withdrawal was too high. He had al- 
ready let the Sudan go and now, instead of insisting on complete 
neutrality, he had linked Egypt with the West in a Middle East 
defence system. Among the fiercest of these critics were the Mus- 
lim Brothers. Though the Free Officers had had a complex and 
changing relationship with the Brothers, Nasser had never had 
much sympathy with their mixture of religion and politics. He was 
himself a practising Muslim of a sincere but conventional kind 
and Islamic traditions coloured his view of the world, but he was 
no fanatic and his nationalist politics were firmly secular. 

Since Nasser’s victory over Neguib, the Muslim Brothers had 
been quiet in Egypt but some Brotherhood militants had gone to 
Syria to conduct a campaign against Nasser from there, denounc- 
ing him as a tyrant and a collaborator with the West. After the 
overthrow of the military dictatorship of Adib Shishakli in Feb- 
ruary 1954, the pan-Arab neutralism of the Baath (Arab Renais- 
sance) Socialist party had begun to set the dominant tone of 
Syrian politics and Syrian attitudes towards the West. During the 
summer of 1954, Nasser had also deliberately lifted the press cen- 
sorship sufficiently to allow the Broths hood to raise their heads 
again and to attack him in the Egyptian press. 

On 26 October 1954, while Nasser was speaking to a huge 
public meeting in Alexandria, a member of the Muslim Brother- 
hood, a carpenter named Mahmud Abdul Latif, fired six shots at 
him from a ran ge of a few feet. Fvery bullet missed its mark, but 
two men beside Nasser were hit. While the crowd began to panic 
and those with Nasser on the platforpi ducked for safety, Nasser 
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stood his ground and called on the crowd to keep their places. In 
a voice with a shrill edge of nervous tension but still under con* 
trol, he shouted, ‘Remember that, if anything should happen to 
me, the Revolution will go on, for each of you is a Gamal Abdul 
Nasser*. He continued with his speech while the police carried off 
the would-be assassin. 

This attack gave Nasser an opportunity to strike a crippling 
blow at the Muslim Brothers, who had emerged as his most deter- 
mined and dangerous opponents. In the process he was also able 
finally to eliminate General Neguib from power .The Brotherhood 
was once more, and this time finally, banned and its leaders and 
many thousands of its followers arrested.* The police claimed to 
have discovered large arms dumps belonging to the Brotherhood’s 
terrorist section which was alleged to have been planning a large- 
scale insurrection. The Supreme Guide, Hassan el Hodeiby, who 
disclaimed responsibility for the Brotherhood’s terrorist organiza- 
tion, and other leaders were tried before a special military tri- 
bunal presided over by Gamal Salem. Witnesses who told of plans 
to kill Nasser and overthrow the military regime also alleged that 
Neguib was involved: he would have been asked to take over the 
government and calm the nation after the Brotherhood’s seizure 
■of power. Within a few days, on 14 November 1954, Neguib was 
deposed from the Presidency of the Republic and placed under 
house arrest in a villa in a Cairo suburb. It was alleged that he had 
allowed himself to be used as a tool by the Muslim Brothers and 
Communists. It was all done quietly and there was no visible 
public reaction. Neguib was still popular with the Egyptian man- 
in-the-street but he had receded into the background since his 
defeat in March. All the activists who had then inspired the 
demonstrations in his favour, the Muslim Brothers, the Wafdists 
and Communists, whether among the students or in the army, 
bad bow been brought under control by Nasser. 

Nasser’s agreement with the British aM his tuMess action 

against the Muslim Brothers had already brought him under 
severe attack by diverse elements in many Arab countries. His 
critics ranged from radical nationalists, neutralists and religious 

the flgiu-e^is.ooo! 16 Arab Socialisl u "' on ln December 1968 Nasser gave 
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leaders to those, like the Syrian left and centre, who had only just* 
got rid of their own military dictator and regarded Nasser’s regime 
as equally oppressive. His unpopularity was deepened by the dis- 
missal of Neguib, who had been seen as a moderating and restrain- 
ing influence. When Hassan el Hodeiby and six other Brotherhood 
leaders were sentenced to death and all but Hodeiby were hanged, 
despite pleas for clemency from many Arab governments, the 
Arab world was swept by a storm of protest. In several Arab 
capitals mobs attacked and burned Egyptian embassies. 

By the end of 1954, Nasser was established as the new head of 
state and president of the Council of the Revolution. He was now 
master of Egypt, if somewhat precariously still, and he had, at 
least on paper, achieved the national aim of British withdrawal 
from both Egypt and the Sudan, which was to be completed 
within a matter of months. But as a personality he was still 
relatively unknown to the general public, both in his own country 
and abroad. And what was known about him - or thought to be 
known - was not usually liked. To the public he still appeared a 
taciturn, ascetic and ruthless figure who lacked the personal 
appeal of the easy-going Neguib. Few in the west realized that he 
had been more ready to compromise, for example over the Canal 
base, than Neguib. a weak leader, would ever have been able to. 
In Egypt, the effects of the land reform - which had so far 
resulted in the distribution of orly 75,000 feddans - had not yet 
been enough to offset for the masses tne austerity measures taken 
to stabilize the economy. 

Moreover, the enforcement of the new reduced land rents and 
higher minimum farm wages was proving difficult because of the 
severe land shortage and huge unemployment. But the austerity 
measures had succeeded in liquidating the deficits in both the 
budget and the balance of payment « The regime had not yet 
worked out any clear economic ideology of its own, except a 
vague attachment to industrial development and social welfare. 
It had promoted the land reform and encouraged trades unions - 
though under its own cont r ol and without the right to 'Strike. Its 
general economic practice, however, had not differed greatly from 
that of its predecessors in relying mainly on private enterprise.* 5 
Various junta spokesmen had spoken against socialism, though 
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sc aa e tlc oes also against the 'domfiation of monopoly capital*. In 
January 1954 , the government announced a Charter of Coopera- 
tion ‘between capital, labour, science and technology, free from 
the exploiting aspects of capitalism and the stifling effect of social- 
ism'. The regime appeared eager to entourage Western investment 
and economic aid, and its general economic doctrine was in tune 
with its apparently pro-Western and especially pro-American 
political orientation. 

The tight control of the press, especially the suppression of the 
famous Wafdist newspaper A l Misri and other journals, had 
aroused the resentment of the Egyptian intellectuals. But other 
sections of the middle classes were inclined to welcome Nasser’s 
strong hand as a deliverance from the old violence of the streets 
and from the twin threats of the Muslim Brothers and the Com- 
munists. Businessmen, both Egyptian and foreign, welcomed not 
only the chance of stability but also the prospects of better trading 
relations with the West. 

To militant Arab nationalists outside Egypt, Nasser was sus- 
pect. He was the man who had compromised with the British, 
who was thought to be considering a peace settlement with Israel 
and who might take Egypt along an isolationist or pro-Western 
path. Nasser had not at that time set foot outside Egypt except 
for his military service in the Sudan and a combined official visit 
and pilgrimage to the Hejaz in 1953. His main international deal- 
ings had been with the British, though he had had visits from 
Nehru, Tito and some Arab leaders. 

He had already, however, shown his ability to charm and im- 
press in private. Sir Ralph Stevenson, who got to know Nasser 
well during the Canal base negotiations, recalls his impression at 
that period: 

During our negotiation, I always found that if Nasser agreed to 
something, he stuck by it. 1 went to visit him at his home and met his 
wife and children. 1 liked the way he lived in his colonel’s quarters out 
near the barracks. His style of life was simple and he seemed dis- 
interested in money, interested rather in his own, not very profound, 
ideas. He was vastly inexperienced politically. 

Nasser was then aged thirty-six, an age when many Western 
statesmen are only just finishing the first stage of a long appren- 


The Path to Power 139 

ticeship in politics and preparing for a slow climb up the ladder 
of office. He was largely self-educated apart from the sketchy 
instruction given in a sporadically attended secondary school and 
the narrow curriculum of the Military Academy and Staff College. 
If his intelligence was formidable and his industry tireless, his 
general culture was limited. As a soldier he had only a limited 
experience of modem war from the unsuccessful Palestine cam- 
paign in which he had fought bravely. Before becoming the titular 
as well as the actual ruler of Egypt, Nasser had had only two and 
a half years of active public political experience, after a decade of 
secret brooding, study and conspiracy. 

In the crisis with Neguib, in the attempt on his life and the 
abuse from other Arab countries, he had already tasted some of 
the bitterness as well as the sweets of power. More troubles were 
to come only too soon. But few would have then guessed 
that within little more than eighteen months, this young man 
would be the central figure of the biggest international crisis since 
the Second World War, the hero of the Arab world and the villain 
of the West. 



Chapter 6 

The Arabs, Russia and the West, 1954-6 


During the first two and a half years pf their revolution Nasser 
and his colleagues had been concerned'chiefly with the consolida- 
tion of their regime and the settlement of Egypt’s dispute with 
Britain. The next two years, culminating in the Suez crisis, were 
to see the fulfilment of Nasser’s aims of national liberation and the 
establishment of what were to prove the key-points in his foreign 
policy: non-alignment, involving a shift towards closer relations 
with the Soviet Union; Arab unity; the struggle with Israel; and 
the search for economic aid without ‘political strings’. All these 
aims were inter-related: their pursuit by Nasser sprang as much 
from his analysis of Egypt’s national interests as from sentiment, 
ideology or a desire for a personal ‘empire’. They, perhaps in- 
evitably, brought Nasser into conflict with the Western Powers, 
especially Britain, whose policy was brdadly speaking to uphold 
the status quo. 

Nasser was criticized in the West for not having concentrated 
on home affairs and eschewed foreign ‘adventures’, for having 
spent Egypt's scarce resources on arms instead of economic 
development. (Ironically, this view was often held most strongly by 
those who ignored the important social and economic changes 
that were being attempted inside Egypt and paid attention only 
to the more flamboyant aspects of Nasser's foreign policy.) Such 
an admirable course might have been more feasible for Egypt if 
the Western Powers themselves, or indeed Israel, had been able to 
practise what some of them preached. But at that time Britain 
and France were straining their own economies and weakening 
their international position in trying to hold on to the remains of 
their empires in the Middle East, North Africa and South-East 
Asia, while at the same time maintaining powerful armed forces 
in Europe against a feared Russian attack. Israel was spending a 
very high proportion of her budget on arms not only to survive 
but also to hold on to the considerable areas she had gained in 
the 1948 war over and above the territory allocated to her in the 
United Nations partition plan. 
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There is some evidence (e.g. budgetary allocations) that at first 
Nasser’s intention was to avoid heavy arms expenditure so as to 
conoentrate on domestic development. But to some extent a more 
active foreign policy was forced on him, whatever his own in- 
clinations might have been, by the political circumstances of 
Egypt and the Arab world, and by the actions of the Western 
Powers and Israel. It was difficult for any Egyptian leader simply 
to opt out of the two main political conflicts convulsing the Arab 
world: the nationalist revolt against British and French imperial 
control and the unsettled struggle with Israel. 

Nasser had, it is true, shown in The Philosophy of the Revolu- 
tion, his awareness of the importance to Egyptian security of the 
support of the other Arab states. This conclusion was one which 
had already been reached by previous Egyptian governments from 
that of Aly Maher in 1939 onwards. It had become as much part 
of Egyptian foreign policy, especially as regards Palestine and 
Syria, as the defence of the Low Countries had become part of 
British foreign policy. What was new in Nasser’s policy was his 
broader vision of Arab geopolitics. He grasped as no other Arab 
leader had before the bargaining power the Arabs could exert 
through their geographical position and oil resources, provided 
they were united, at least in th'ir policies if not in their political 
institutions. He had noted the special position of Egypt as the 
largest Arab state, as a centre of Islam and as a part of Africa. 1 
Nasser’s analysis was derived, intellectually, from his strategic 
studies at the Staff College, as recently as 1951 ; practically, from 
his experiences in the Palestine war; and, emotionally, from a 
long nationalist commitment to Arab causes. This part of The 
Philosophy of the Revolution was to be belatedly discovered by 
Anthony Eden, Guy Mollet and other Western leaders and publi- 
cists and denounced as a blue-print for empire-building and a plan 
for conquest, like Hitler's Mein Kampf. (Nasser was later to com- 
ment ironically, ‘Why Hitler alone? Eisenhower has suggested 
that I am not only Hitler but Stalin as well! What they are 
frightened of really is the impact of the Afro-Asian revolution 
on their economic interests and they inject into this basic differ- 
ence all types of racial and religious propaganda. They must 
know that they have got to appreciate nationalism and team 
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to live with it or their economic interests will be affected 
adversely.*) 2 

In fact, the part of The Philosophy of the Revolution which dealt 
with Egypt's role in the three Arab, Muslim and African ‘circles*, 
was but little different in character qnd motive from Winston 
Churchill’s description of Britain’s position at the intersection of 
the three spheres of Europe, the Commonwealth and the Anglo- 
American alliance. But Nasser’s booklet is also impregnated 
throughout with an emotional sense of Egyptian-Arab history, 
seen as a long story of foreign oppression, and with a passionate 
hatred and suspicion of imperialism. Nasser’s basic sympathy 
with Arab nationalist causes everywhere would no doubt sooner 
or later have led him into further conflict with Israel and with the 
Western Powers - certainly with France in North Africa and pos- 
sibly with Britain elsewhere in the Middle East, especially in the 
Arabian Peninsula, if the process of decolonization tljere were 
too long delayed. Egypt was already committed to at least un- 
official support of Arab liberation movements: the North African 
nationalists, for example, had been operating from headquarters 
in Cairo since 1945, with the backing of the Arab League. 

At the end of 1954, however, Nasser appeared to be inclined to 
adopt a more passive policy of partial military cooperation with 
the West, of comparatively modest armed forces, a quiet border 
with Israel and a limited interest in the revolutionary movements 
of the Arab world. His prime concern was the economic and 
social development of an independent Egypt for which the West 
then seemed the only source of indispensable economic aid. But 
pressure from the Western Powers to bring the Arab states into a 
new regional military alliance and the parallel adoption of a more 
aggressive ‘activist’ policy by Israel under the leadership of Ben 
Gurion, who feared the rise of a strong Arab leader, stimulated 
restive forces inside Egypt. The army on which Nasser depended 
for support demanded more weapons and a more militant attitude 
to Israel. The radical nationalists of the extreme left and right, 
who were then Nasser’s chief opponents in Egypt and other Arab 
countries, pressed for a more active neutralist and anti-imperialist 
(which in this context inevitably meant anti-Western) policy. 
Nasser might have continued to resist the pressure of his radical 
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neutralist opponents had he been able to prove to the Egyptian 
army that cooperation with the West would produce the results 
they desired, namely more arms and a policy towards Israel 
which at best forced her to make concessions and at least rest- 
rained her militancy. But while Britain and the United States 
made a concerted effort during 1955 to produce a compromise 
settlement of the Arab-Tsraeli dispute, they appeared to be either 
unwilling or unable to exert serious pressure on Israel to this end. 
And their price for anything more than token arm supplies to 
Egypt was, in the case of the United States, a peace settlement 
with Israel, and, in the case of Britain, Egyptian membership of or 
cooperation with a Western-controlled Middle East defence pact. 
At that time Britain and the United States were so obsessed with 
the formation of military pacts against possible Soviet invasion or 
Communist subversion, that they failed to understand that Arab 
nationalist sentiment regarded both Israel and Western military 
bases as greater threats than Russia or Communism. So soon 
after the 1954 agreement with Britain, which had nearly cost him 
his life, it is highly doubtful whether Nasser could have paid the 
Western price and survived. It was also impossible for him to take 
the lead in the politically dangerous enterprise of seeking a settle- 
ment with Israel if in other ways the leadership of Egypt among 
the Arab states was not recognized by the West. If the West would 
not supply the weapons demanded by the Egyptian army in the 
face of Israeli pressure, then they had to come from somewhere 
else: the only serious alternative source of supply was the Soviet 
bloc. 

These conflicting pressures were already approaching an ex- 
plosive point when Sir Anthony Eden passed through Cairo on 
21 February 1955 and met Nasser for the first and only time at 
dinner at the British embassy. Eden was still Foreign Minister but 
soon to be premier. He was on his way to a SE ATO meeting in 
Bangkok, accompanied by the British Chief of Imperial General 
Staff, Field Marshal Sir John Harding. Describing the meeting in 
his memoirs, published in 1960, after Suez, Eden w'rote, 

Sir John gave an excellent strategic appraisal with which Nasser 
entirely agreed. Nasser declared that his interest and sympathy were 
with the West, but he argued that the Turco-Iraqi pact [about to be 
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signed a few days later], by its bad timing and unfortunate content bad 
seriously set bade the development of effective collaboration with the 
West by the Arab states. 

I was familiar with this plea [comments Eden], it is never the right 
time for some. We used every argument we could to persuade Nasser at 
least to restrain his criticisms and, if the agreement were reasonable in 
terms, to cease his opposition. 1 do not think, however, that we made 
much impression. Colonel Nasser, whom I thought a fine man physic- 
ally, was friendly throughout our talks. He referred repeatedly to the 
great improvement in Anglo-Egyptian relations, to the importance 
which his Government attached to this improvement and to his hopes 
for its continuance in the future. Nasser was not, however, open to 
conviction on the Turco-Iraqi enterprise. I commented on this in my 
report to London at the time, adding: ‘No doubt jealousy plays a 
part in this and a frustrated desire to lead the Arab world.’ 3 

In an account by Nasser of the same meeting, Eden ‘didn't say 
anything. He just listened while I told him and Harding about my 
ideas on defence, and why I thought the Baghdad Pact was a 
mistaken way of defending the Middle East. Harding spoke, but 
Eden's face said nothing.’ 4 On his way back from the Far East, 
Eden stopped in Baghdad. In the more congenial company of his 
old friend, Nuri es-Said, the Iraqi prime minister, and King 
Feisal, an Old Harrovian, he put the finishing touches to a new 
military agreement with Iraq. This, together with Britain's ad- 
herence to the ‘Baghdad Pact’, as the Turco-Iraqi agreement was 
then called, was officially announced on 4 April 1955. 

This action, which provoked an angry response from Nasser, 
and Eden’s subsequent comments on his meeting with the 
Egyptian leader showed an astonishing insensitivity to the real 
state of political opinion in Egypt and the Arab countries. They 
displayed also an almost frivolous indifference to the relative 
political importance of Egypt in the Arab world, not to speak of 
the position of Nasser himself on whose cooperation Britain now 
depended for the maintenance of her huge Canal Zone base. 
Neither Eden nor Nasser, each absorbed in his own problems, 
was able to appreciate the extent to which in making the 1954 
agreement the other had gone out on a limb. Each felt he had 
taken great risks to make the concessions which brought the 
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agreement about and so afterwards expected more in return than 
the other could give. 

Nasser expected recognition from Britain of Egypt’s lead ing 
position in the Arab East, more sympathy for the Arab position 
vis-a-vis Israel and increased supplies of arms and economic aid 
from the West. He hoped for a respite of a year or two before 
having to review Egypt’s foreign policy in the light of her newly- 
gained independence and before considering any formal ties with 
the West. Eden had made the 1954 agreement with Nasser in the 
teeth of opposition from within his own party. He also had to 
reckon with a Conservative press and public opinion which re- 
garded Nasser as an implacable enemy and saw the withdrawal 
from Egypt as the most humiliating example to date of British 
imperial weakness and decline. Eden therefore expected Nasser 
to help him by avoiding any further trouble 5 and refraining from 
attacks on British interests or activities elsewhere in the Middle 
East or Africa. But there was a sharp contrast between the nature 
of their respective internal difficulties: Eden faced a few ‘rebels’ 
on the Tory back-benches and at worst the danger of losing the 
next election; Nasser lived on top of a simmering volcano of 
revolution where the risks were of personal death and public 
anarchy. 

When in 1953 Britain and America had again taken up plans 
for Middle East defence pacts, Nasser had tried to persuade 
Dulles not to press the Arabs into any new alliances. During 
Dulles’s visit to Cairo in May 1953, Nasser told him that, because 
alliances with outside powers were suspect and unpopular with 
the Arab peoples, to try to create them was self-defeating. It 
would only weaken the Arab governments and help the Com- 
munists. The strength of the region had to be built on Arab 
nationalism and on policies of social reform and progress, since 
the greatest Communist danger was not the external military 
threat but from within. 6 

Not long after this meeting, the Egyptian military regime set up 
the ‘Voice of the Arabs’ transmission of Cairo radio, the only 
transmission from an Arab country addressed to the Arab world 
as a whole and destined to become one of Nasser’s most powerful 
political weapons. 7 
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Dulles had at first begun to develop the idea of the ‘Northern 
Tier’, an alliance between Turkey, Iran and Pakistan, to com- 
plete the chain of pacts and bases surrounding the Soviet Union 
and China. The first move in this direction was the overthrow, 
engineered with American help, of the Rationalist government of 
Dr Moussadeq in Iran in 1953. 8 The second step was the treaty 
of friendly cooperation between Turkey and Pakistan signed on 
2 April 1954. Concentration on these countries reflected not only 
the chief American aim of containment of the Communist 
Powers but also the desire of Dulles not to become too deeply 
involved in the political quagmires of the Arab world. Dulles 
hoped to be able to safeguard America’s strategic interests with- 
out being forced to take sides in Arab rivalries, in the Arab- 
Israel dispute or in Britain’s troubles with Arab nationalism. The 
Arab-Israel conflict wa» always a dangerous and unrewarding 
issue in American domestic politics because of the yowerful 
Zionist lobby. But Dulles was prepared to promise a limited 
amount of arms and economic aid to Egypt in order to persuade 
Nasser to settle with the British. And in April 1954 he agreed 
to military aid to Iraq, whose government was openly friendly to 
the West and which had no frontier with Israel. 

The British interest in Middle East defence differed from the 
American in one important respect. While the British shared with 
the Americans the desire to keep the Russians out of the Middle 
East, they were far more concerned with the maintenance of their 
own political influence in the area so as to protect their oil interests 
and their communications against a threat from the Arabs them- 
selves. This meant being in a position to give support, military if 
necessary, to those regimes, chiefly at that time in Iraq, which 
were friendly to Britain and who could be trusted not to inter- 
fere with the oil business. The close partnership thus developed 
between these rulers and the British was more than a military 
alliance for external defence: it became also a tacit commitment 
to uphold a particular local political and economic system, 
regardless of how unpopular it might become with its subjects. 
Britain successfully urged the rulers of Iraq to set aside seventy 
per cent of the oil revenues for economic development. She also 
turned a blind eye on the political jobbery, corruption and straight 
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police repression by which Nuri es-Said and others bought the 
support of a parliament of big land-owners and crushed the 
radical nationalist opposition. 

This motive of British political control over the oil countries 
increased proportionately in importance as the military justifica- 
tion for Middle East bases diminished afte* - the advent of the 
hydrogen bomb. It was doubtful whether Nuri es-Said, back in 
power in Baghdad, would long be able to resist nationalist pres- 
sure for a revision of the Anglo-Iraqi treaty and for a withdrawal 
of the British forces from Iraq, after the conclusion of the 1954 
evacuation agreement with Egypt. In any case, the Anglo-Iraqi 
Treaty was due to expire in 1956. But some way had to be found 
to buttress the ruling group in Iraq and maintain their partner- 
ship with Britain. 

Nuri es-Said, who was genuinely concerned about possible 
Russian attack, saw the answer both to this problem and to that 
of the Anglo-Iraqi treaty in the cr eation of a new western-backed 
Middle East defence system linking the Arab states with the 
‘Northern Tier’ alliance sought by the United States. The link 
between the two would be Turkey. Nuri approached Nasser about 
this proposition. There followed talks between Nuri and Major 
Salah Salem, the Egyptian Minister for National Guidance, at 
Sarsank in northern Iraq in August 1954, and a meeting between 
Nuri and Nasser in Cairo on 15 September 1954. The talks 
showed a wide gap between the ideas of Nuri and Nasser and 
they ended in misunderstanding. 

In his negotiations with Britain, Nasser bad for long tried to 
confine the reactivation of the Canal Zone base to the event of an 
attack on the Arab states, rejecting the inclusion of Turkey. 
When he had finally accepted Turkey, ‘he knew that he had 
virtually attached Egypt to NATO by the back-door’. 9 He was 
preparing for a rapprochement with Turkey after the 1954 
agreement but he did not want to go as fast or as far in this 
direction as Nuri es-Said. In any case, the agreement with Britain 
was only for seven years. Above all, Nasser wanted to wait until 
British troops had left the Canal Zone and Egypt could enjoy the 
feeling of complete independence, before taking any further deci- 
sion about the future alignment of Egyptian policy. Nasser en- 
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visaged a defence system built on the Arab collective security pact 
under Egyptian leadership and in a relation of benevolent neut- 
rality to the West which would supply and train the Arab armies 
for regional defence. The position of the Arab states jointly 
would be like that of India, close to the West in ideology, economic 
interest and military organization, but diplomatically and mili- 
tarily independent and non-aligned. 

This policy depended on the other Arab states following 
Egypt’s lead. If they chose to ally themselves with an outside 
power, Egypt would have to break her alliance with them in the 
Arab pact or see her own neutrality endangered. So, already in 
1954, before the Baghdad Pact or the Bandung Conference, Egypt 
was campaigning in Arab Asia against outside treaties and Nasser 
had attacked the Turco-Pakistan pact as harmful to Arab in- 
terests. But there was still considerable confusion in Nasser’s 
mind about the nature of his neutralism. Even up to th^time of 
the Baghdad Pact in 1955, he was still thinking in terms of a unified 
Arab military system which would have been linked with the West 
through Britain’s bilateral agreement with Egypt, Jordan, Iraq 
and Libya. Nasser would not then have opposed an agreement 
between Iraq and Britain similar to the Anglo-Egyptian agree- 
ment. Iran could have been brought into a reactivation clause of 
such an agreement in the same way that Turkey was brought into 
the Anglo-Egyptian agreement on the Suez base. 10 In practical 
terms it is difficult to see how the effect of such an arrangement 
would have differed from that of the Baghdad Pact. The ultimate 
commitments, involving Britain and Turkey and through them a 
link with NATO and other Western alliances, would have been 
the same. Apart from the motive of jealousy cited by Eden, why 
then should Nasser have been so upset by the Baghdad Pact? 
The main reason seems to have been his conviction that a system 
which appeared to give primacy to an Arab grouping would arouse 
less hostile reaction from Arab opinion than one which seemed 
to originate from the strategic interests of the Western Powers. 
The difference was one of public presentation, but in the political 
context of the Arab countries it was a vital difference. 

The weakness of Nasser’s policy was the weakness of the Arabs, 
while Egypt was a far more fragile power base than India from 
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which to conduct an ambitious regional diplomacy. On the other 
hand, Nasser’s vision probably corresponded closely to the 
political mood of the Arabs and to what it was realistic to expect 
from them in the way of foreign commitments. 

The weakness of the Arabs was never absent from the mind of 
Nuri es-Said, a man of few illusions, except, in the end, about his 
ability to manipulate his own countrymen. Iraq was geographic- 
ally the nearest Arab country to Russia. Nuri had no faith in 
neutralism and no confidence that the Arab collective security 
pact would ever prove more than a piece of paper. He believed 
Iraq’s defence could be assured only by an effective alliance with 
the Western Powers. To this argument, Nasser is said to have 
replied that Egypt would continue her policy and 'the future will 
judge between us’. 11 

The basis of Nuri’s disagreement with Nasser and his own 
policy of commitment to the West were perhaps never better 
expressed than in a passage from an article by him which was not 
published until a month after his death.* Nasser, wrote Nuri, had 
undoubtedly won wide Arab support. 

But he failed to understand that the West would not tolerate Russian 
influence in the Middle East. He failed to understand that the West 
would not grant the Arabs the ' ixuiy of neutralism, that this area is 
too decisively vital to the West for that sort of foolishness. He failed 
to understand that the Middle East is inextricably tied to the West 
economically - there is no other big market for Arab oil, for example. 
Despite a soldier’s background, Nasser overlooked the military reality 
of Russia’s incapacity to defend the Arabs if they made an enemy of 
the West. . . . 12 

But in September 1955 Nuri had not yet given up hopes of 
agreement with Nasser. He came away from their meeting in 
Cairo apparently believing that, though Egypt could not join in 
his plan now, she might do so later; meanwhile she would not 
object if Iraq went ahead without her. Nasser’s impression, how- 
ever, was that Nuri had promised not to rush into any new 
schemes. This misunderstanding was deepened rather than re- 
solved when the Arab Foreign Ministers met in Cairo in Decem- 
ber 1954. 

*‘The Last Testament of the Iraqi Premier’, Life, 18 August 1958. 
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But Nuri was already preparing a decisive step. By the end of 
die year, he had worked out with the British and the Turks a new 
plan for Turkey to join the Arab collective security pact with the 
backing of Britain and the United States. 13 The British were hesi- 
tant at first but their hand was forced. During a visit by Menderes 
to Baghdad, he and Nuri issued a joint communiqu6 announcing 
the early conclusion of a defence pact. 

In the words of Sir Ralph Stevenson, then British ambassador 
in Cairo, when Nasser heard the news, ‘he flew straight off the 
handle. He took up a hard and fast position from which it was 
difficult for him to retreat.* Stevenson went to see Nasser and 
pointed out that he was working himself into a comer. Nasser 
told him, ‘It’s your fault. You didn’t tell me.’ Stevenson assured 
him that the British had not known in advance that Nuri and 
Menderes would agree so quickly. Nasser admitted he had lost 
his temper, but said in so many words, ‘Don’t let it happen again. 
Unless you warn me of such things I am liable to take hasty 


action.’ 14 

Nasser called a meeting of Arab prime ministers in Cairo on 
22 January, the first Arab conference he himself attended. His 
aim was to condemn Iraq and secure a declaration rejecting out- 
side pacts. Nuri refused to attend but sent a delegation. A delega- 
tion from the conference, including Salah Salem, went to see Nuri 
in Baghdad on 30 January. Nun's parting words to Salem alter 
this meeting were, ‘I am not a soldier in Abdul Nasser’s army. 
Please tell him that I will never obey his orders.’ 15 The prime 
ministers’ conference ended on 6 February without a decision. 

The conference was one of the most fateful in the post-war 
evolution of the Arab world. The clash between Nasser and the 
Iraqi delegation led by Fadil el Jamali was no shallow conflict of 
personal or national pride (though these played their part) but a 
senoiu confrontation of two carefully thought-out and sincerely 
held rival policies. These policies above all reflected two opposing 
views about the relations of the Arabs with the Western Powers, 
elieved that if the Arabs exploited their bar gain i ng posi- 
^front, the West would in its own interest give the 
without further Arab commitments. 
$is was unrealistic and that the West 
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would not supply arms without some defence commitments from 
the Arabs. Nasser overestimated the rationality of Western poli- 
cies and underestimated the political pressures at work in Western 
countries. 

Tactically, the struggle at the conference centred round Syria, 
foreshadowing the key role this country was to play in Nasser’s 
Arab policies, for if the Syrians had voted with Iraq they would 
have been supported by Lebanon and Jordan. But Syria refused 
to join either in a condemnation of Iraq or a rejection of pacts, 
though she agreed not to commit herself to any outside alliance. 
As the conference ended, Cairo radio began a violent campaign 
against Nuri es-Said as a traitor to the Arabs. In Damascus the 
Syrian government fell and gave way on 13 February to a pro- 
Egyptian and anti-Iraqi coalition. Tt included leaders of the 
neutralist, left-wing Baath and the independent Khaled el Azm 
who favoured seeking support from Russia against Israel. 

On 25 February 1955, Nuri cs-Said and Menderes signed their 
new alliance in Baghdad. Its birth led eventually to a fierce 
struggle between Nasser on the one side and Nuri, backed by 
Britain and, more tepidly, by the United States on the other, for 
the allegiance of the other Arab states. But at first there was a 
temporary lull after Sir Ralph Stevenson, on instructions from 
London, had assured Nasser in the spring of 1955 that no attempt 
would be made to extend the Baghdad Pact to other Arab states 
than Iraq. In reply to this assurance, N asser told Stevenson that 
he would not regard it as an action hostile to Egypt if non-Arab 
states, such as Britain, joined Iraq and Turkey as members of the 
Pact. 16 

But the tranquillizing effect of this undersu* iing about the 
Baghdad Pact was reduced by the coincidental increase of pressure 
on Nasser from another direction (though Nasser was inclined by 
nature to see a conspiracy in every coincidence). On 28 February 
1955, breaking six years of comparative quiet on the Egyptian- 
Tsraeli border since the armistice, the Israel army made a heavy 
attack on an Egyptian military camp in the Gaza Strip. On the 
Fgyplian side, thirty-six soldicis and two civilians w r cre killed and 
twenty-nine soldiers and two civilians wounded, most of them 
Palestinians. The Israelis lost eight killed and nine wounded. It 
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was the worst dash on the Egyptian-Israeli border since the 1949 
armistice. 

Like the Baghdad Pact, the Gaza raid had a long history. After 
the armistices between Israel and the Arab states were signed, 
hopes that they would lead to a speedy peace settlement were 
disappointed. As the peace efforts collapsed, friction grew on the 
borders. The armistice lines had not been intended as viable 
frontiers. They were both militarily insecure and in many places 
humanly intolerable, often shutting off Arab villages from their 
lands and livelihood. Border incidents gradually multiplied in a 
bloody cycle of infiltration and shooting, retaliation and reprisals. 
Most of these incidents were on the long and heavily populated 
Jordan frontier; the Egyptian border - mostly desert except for 
the Gaza strip - was relatively quiet. The chief manifestation of 
tension between Israel and Egypt was the latter’s refusal to allow 
Israeli ships to pass through the Suez Canal. Egypt claimed the 
right of blockade since she regarded herself as legally still in a 
state of war with Israel, the armistice being only a suspension of 
hostilities. The 1888 Convention on freedom of passage through 
the Canal permitted her to take such measures for her own 
defence in time of war. The Security Council in September 1951 
rejected this interpretation of the armistice and called on Egypt 
to let Israeli ships through the Canal. Egypt ignored the resolution 
- no Egyptian government could have implemented it and sur- 
vived, so long as Israel on her side refused to implement other 
United Nations resolutions, such as that calling for the right to 
return home of the Palestinian Arab refugees - but in practice the 
Egyptian authorities turned a blind eye on the passage through 
the Canal of non-warlike cargoes to and from Israel in non- 
Israeli ships. 

A new situation began to develop when the Egyptian revolu- 
tion was followed in 1953 by signs that London and Washington 
were revising their policies towards the Middle East. Under the 
pressures of the Cold War, the new Eisenhower administration 
was turning away from the pro-Israeli commitments of President 
Truman and looking for friends, if not for open allies, in the Arab 
world. The British were beginning to consider a withdrawal of 
their troops from Egypt. 
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Israel's leaders saw several causes for alarm in these develop- 
ments. Egypt, the biggest and most developed Arab country, ^ 
found a more militant and dynamic leadership. Though the revo- 
lutionary regime in Cairo did not in its early stages pay much 
attention to Israel, a British withdrawal from the Canal Zone 
would remove a possible buffer between Israel and Egypt and 
leave control of the Canal irrevocably in Egyptian hands. The 
pursuit by both Britain and America of Arab cooperation in a 
Middle East defence system would, the Israelis believed, both 
weaken the guarantee to Israel under the 1950 Declaration and at 
the same time mean more Western arms for the Arab states. Al- 
though Israel was still militarily stronger than any of her Arab 
neighbours or any combination of them, the future trend seemed 
to be towards a gradual tipping of the balance of power against 
Israel. 

The reaction of the Israeli government was three-fold. It sought 
more arms from the Western Powers, especially from France, 
which appeared a more likely source than Britain or the United 
States. It tried to obtain the enforcement of free passage for 
Israeli ships through the Canal before the British agreed to with- 
draw from Egypt. It asked for an assurance from Washington that 
if the United States formed any new defence alliance with the 
Arab states, she would give a parallel guarantee of Israel’s 
security. 

In February 1954 Israel brought the Suez Canal question once 
more before the Security Council, but to little effect. On 28 
September 1954, when the negotiation of the Anglo-Egyptian 
agreement on the Canal Zone w as in its final stage, she sent a test 
ship, the Israeli vessel Bat Galim, with an Israeli crew on board, 
to approach the southern end of the Suez Canal. The Egyptians 
arrested the ship and jailed the crew on the grounds that they had 
attacked Egyptian police. The case of the Bat Galim went before 
the Security Council in mid-October, but the debate was ad- 
journed until January 1955, By that time the Egyptians had 
released the crew and offered to hand over the vessel and cargo 
to any consignee named by Israel, provided they did not pass 
through the Canal. The Egyptians also disclosed that they had 
not been preventing the passage through the Canal of non-Israeli 
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ships bound for Israel with cargoes which were not considered 
contraband of war. The Bat Galim incident did not affect the 
conclusion of the Anglo-Egyptian agreement. Nor was this aim 
achieved by another Israeli operation which later became a cause 
calibre in Israel under the name of the *Lavon affair'. While the 
‘Lavon affair' failed to achieve its intended result of preventing 
a British agreement with Egypt, it helped to worsen relations 
between Egypt and Israel. 

When Ben Gurion had resigned from the premiership in Israel 
at the end of 1953 and retired to meditate and work in the 
pioneer kibbutz of Sde Boker in the Negev desert, he had handed 
over the Ministry of Defence to Pinhas Lavon, a leader of the 
Israeli Labour party (Mapai). Noted among his colleagues for 
both energy and arrogance, Lavon was believed to be Ben 
Gurion’s candidate for his succession. He had once been against 
the ‘activist’ policy of Ben Gurion but changed to become an 
over-zealous advocate of massive reprisals. 17 In mid-July 1954, 
Lavon is said to have approved a proposal by the Israeli military 
intelligence to stage a series of bomb attacks on British and 
American official establishments in Egypt: the explosions were to 
be made to appear the work of Egyptians. By so envenoming the 
atmosphere between London, Washington and Cairo, it was 
hoped to wreck the Anglo-Egyptian negotiations and ensure that 
British troops would remain in Egypt. 1 8 What Lavon apparently 
did not know was that by the time he gave his approval the opera- 
tion was already over and had been a failure. Some explosions had 
taken place but the small and rather amateur spy ring of Zionist- 
minded young Jews in Egypt who had been recruited to do the job 
had mostly been caught by the Egyptian secret police. It was 
revealed years later that one of the Israeli intelligence agents sent 
to organize the spy ring was himself a double agent working also 
for the Egyptians. The arrested men (and one woman) were held 
incommunicado for some months and their arrests were kept 
secret until the beginning of October. It was only then that the 
Israeli prime minister, Moshe Sharett, began to hear the truth 
about the case, for the controversy behind it was leading to a 
split inside the Israeli Defence Ministry between Lavon and his 
army chiefs and officials. The trial of the spies came hard on the 
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heels of the attempt on Nasser’s life and the trial and execution of 
the Muslim Brotherhood leaders. Two of the Jewish accused, a 
Dr Marzouk of Tunisian origin and French nationality, and 
Samuel Azzar, a teacher, were sentenced to death: six, ind uctin g 
the woman defendant, Marcelle Nino, were given long prison 
terms; and two were aquitted. Another of the accused, Max 
Bennet, committed suicide in his prison cell. The trial was itself 
fairly conducted and in public, but Marcelle Nino declared in 
court that she had been ill-treated during interrogation. 

‘There followed,’ according to a well-known Zionist writer, ‘an 
ill-advised Israeli public and private campaign to exert pressure 
on Nasser to save the two sentenced to die.’ 19 But, four days after 
sentence, Marzouk and Azzar were hanged. Nasser is said to have 
given a promise to an American intermediary, Roger Baldwin, 
chairman of the American League for the Rights of Man, that 
the two men would be reprieved, but to have been over-ruled by 
his colleagues. The affair had a double impact in Israel. It 
roused public feeling against Nasser and it brought about - or 
at least hastened -.a momentous change in Israel’s government 
and in her policy. 

Lavon resigned a few days after the executions and Ben Gurion 
came back from retirement to take his place. At the Defence 
Ministry, Ben Guriou's first preoccupation was to restore the 
morale of the Israel army, which had suffered in the quarrel with 
Lavon, and the confidence of the public, shaken by the fiascos of 
the Bat Galhrt and the spy affair. Exactly a week after his return 
to the Defence Ministry, Ben Gurion authorized the attack on 
Gaza, claiming that it was a reprisal for raids into Israel by 
Egyptian intelligence agents and saboteurs. Though there had 
been incidents of this kind. General Bums, the United Nations 
truce supervisor, said in his report to the Security Council on 17 
March 1955 that, ‘the number of casualties prior to the Gaza 
incident reflects the comparative tranquillity along the armistice 
demarcation line during the greater part of the period November 
1954-February 1955’. The Egyptian government claimed to 
Bums that such raids as there were into Israel were being organ- 
ized by their political opponents in Egypt (thought to be Muslim 
Brothers) with the purpose of aggravating tension on the border. 
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At their first meeting in November 1954 , Nasser told General 
Burns, the UN truce supervisor, that he wanted no trouble on 
the border with Israel and no military adventures. Bums com- 
ments. 

It is difficult to determine exactly what, weight to give to Nasser’s 
words. He speaks with an air of sincerity And simplicity; there is no 
bluster, no menace, instead an appearance of reasonableness. Neverthe- 
less, one remembers that he is a politician who has reached power by 
way of conspiracy and revolution. 20 

But Burns concluded from an analysis of Nasser’s policy that 
Egypt was unlikely to be planning to wage all-out war against 
Israel, since this could not be combined - except as a remote 
objective - with Nasser’s main aim of uniting the Arab states of 
the Middle East under Egypt’s hegemony. 

Sharett, who had authorized the raid on Gaza in principle, was 
appalled at the scale of the casualties, 21 especially as he Jiad just 
begun to discuss with the United States a possible new approach 
to a peace settlement with Egypt. The US State Department at 
that time saw Egypt under Nasser as the Arab country most likely 
to lead the way to a realistic settlement with Israel. It was the 
biggest Arab state and Egyptian public opinion was thought to be 
less emotionally involved in the dispute with Israel than public 
opinion in other Arab countries. 22 But, for Ben Gurion, the Gaza 
raid was the first step in a stronger security policy of ‘active 
defence’ destined to develop eventually into ‘preventive war’ 
against Egypt. Whether intentionally or not, the timing of the 
Gaza attack only three days after the signature of the Baghdad 
Pact, was reminiscent of the attacks made by Haganah, the 
Jewish underground army, on strategic points in Palestine when 
Britain was reviewing her policy there at the end of the Second 
World War. It was a demonstration to the Western Powers of 
Israeli strength and a warning that Israel could not be overlooked 
in any military arrangements for the Middle East then being 
considered by the West. Its main effect, however, was sharply to 
accelerate the arms race between Israel and Egypt, and to in- 
augurate a new and far more bloody cycle of terrorism, guerrilla 
raids and reprisals. 
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The Gaza, raid intensified the pressure already being exerted 
on Nasser from the Egyptian army to acquire more arms. For 
although Egypt had begun to receive a trickle of modem arms 
from Britain after the Canal Zone agreement (chiefly Centurion 
tanks ordered long before and whose delivery had been held up), 
Nasser knew that Israel was also begi nning to get substantial 
quantities of new weapons from a new source - France. The out- 
break of the Algerian rebellion in November 1954 had streng- 
thened Israeli arguments in Paris, used especially to the French 
military leaders, that Israel and France should cooperate against 
the Arabs as a common enemy. At the end of 1954, the Israeli 
and French Ministries of Defence signed an agreement for the 
delivery of tanks, planes, guns and radar to Israel. 23 

There were also other less official transactions. In January 1955, 
Nasser sent for the British ambassador in Cairo, Sir Ralph 
Stevenson, and banged his hand angrily on a pile of papers on his 
desk. He said they were copies of bills of lading for 100 Sherman 
tanks and 100 sevcnty-five-millimetre guns with turrets (the guns 
and tanks put together formed ‘Super-Shermans’) which had 
apparently been shipped direct from England to Haifa in Israel. 
‘You are supposed to keep a balance of arms between us and the 
Israelis,’ said Nasser. ‘What are you going to do for me now?’ 
Stevenson replied that he would have to check the information 
but added that in any case Britain had given Egypt Centurion 
tanks which could out -gun the Shermans. Nasser retorted that 100 
Shermans in the hands of the Israelis gave them a very strong 
striking force and unless he obtained arms he could not count on 
the continued support of the army for his regime. 

Stevenson's enquiries confirmed that the French had been 
secretly breaking the 1950 tripartite arms control agreement. 
French interests had bought the Shermans from Britain for scrap: 
after they had been shipped from Britain to Cherbourg they had 
been rerouted direct to Israel.* Nasser then asked Stevenson to 
send a personal message from himself to Eden saying that unless 

* A statement by the British Foreign Office on 8 October, gave the number 
of Shermans supplied to Israel as seventy-five, of which twenty were sold 
direct from Britain and fifty-five through France (Documents on Inter- 
national Affairs 1955, R11A). 
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he could get arms from Britain or the United States he would 
have to get them where he could. Stevenson was certain that 
Nasser would do as he said. 24 

The British made it plain that any substantial arms supplies to 
Egypt would depend on a more cooperative attitude by Nasser 
towards the Baghdad Pact. In February the Americans turned 
down a request from Nasser for $27 'million worth of arms, 
ostensibly on the grounds that Egypt could not afford to pay cash 
for them. Nasser had already rejected an earlier offer of American 
arms because of the accompanying proviso that he should receive 
an American military mission. 

While he continued this unrewarding search for arms in the 
West, Nasser answered the pressure of the Israeli army by the 
same tactics that he had used against the superior British military 
strength in the Canal Zone. He began to organize terrorist and 
sabotage raids inside Israel on a large-scale by guerrilla com- 
mandoes or ‘fedayin’ (which means ‘self-sacrificers’). 

In April of 1955 Nasser made his first important appearance 
on the international stage at the Afro-Asian conference at Ban- 
dung in Indonesia. He showed an impressive capacity for the 
quiet and effective conduct of business in committee work behind 
the scenes. His experience in Bandung gave his political picture 
of the world new dimensions. He heard an echo from the leaders 
of more than a billion people of Egypt's - and his own - deep 
hatred of colonialism and European imperialism. This revelation 
of the vast political hinterland of rebellious Afro-Asia and his 
visit to India on the way home strengthened Nasser’s inclination 
towards neutralism which had already been encouraged by his 
earlier contacts with Nehru and Tito and by his opposition to the 
Baghdad Pact. He also made his first contact with a Communist 
leader in the persuasive form of Chou En-lai, the brilliant 
Chinese prime minister, for whom the Bandung conference was a 
personal diplomatic triumph. Nasser asked Chou En-lai if China 
could supply Egypt with arms. Chou temporized, promised to 
buy some Egyptian cotton, and told the Russians of Nasser’s 
enquiry. 

Nasser himself has stated that his first contact with the Russians 
about arms was in June 1955 through the Soviet ambassador in 
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Cairo. 25 In the same month Nasser told the American am- 
bassador in Cairo, Henry Byroade, that he had had an offer from 
the Russians and that he would accept if he could not get arms 
from the United States. Byroade told his British colleague, 
Stevenson, who reported the news to London and was instructed 
to warn Nasser that if he took Russian arms he would get no 
more from Britain. Nasser reacted angrily. He later told Sir 
Humphrey Trevelyan (who succeeded Stevenson in Cairo in 
August 1955) that he considered the British message as a threat 
which he could not accept and that from that time on he decided 
to have no more talks with the British about arms. 26 

Israel had put some of her new French planes and tanks on 
show in her Independence Day parade in May and the election 
campaign for the Knesset that summer was full of debate about 
the pros and cons of ‘activism’. The right-wing Herat (Freedom) 
party led by Menahem Bcigin, former leader of the Irgun Zvai 
Leumi terrorist group openly advocated an expansion of Israel’s 
frontiers - some slogans said ‘from the Nile to the Euphrates’ - 
and a preventive war against the Arab states. In the new Israeli 
parliament Herat became the second strongest party and the 
activists of right and left were a majority of the members. The 
alarm caused in Cairo by these developments was increased by 
more heavy fighting along the Gaza Strip borders during August 
and early September. On 22 August Israeli forces attacked and 
occupied an Egyptian army post near the armistice line five miles 
east of Gaza, killing three Egyptians arid wounding three others. 
The Egyptians retaliated by once more sending fedayeen mto 
Israel in a scries of raids which killed eleven Israeli soldiers and 
civilians and injured nine. For the previous three months these 
attacks, begun after the first Gaza raid in February, had virtually 
ceased. 27 On 31 August, the Israeli army attacked the police fort 
at Khan Yunis in the Gaza Strip and other Egyptian positions, 
killing (according to Egyptian figures) thirty-six soldiers, 
policemen and civilians and wounding thirteen. The Egyptian 
commander-in-chief, General Amer, wanted to mount a counter- 
offensive but was restrained by Nasser. 28 

This episode and the continued failure to obtain promises of 
arms in substantial quantities from the Western Powers must 
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have decided Nasser on his bold new course. When Trevelyan 
called on Nasser on 27 September, to enquire about rumours of 
an impending arms deal, Nasser confirmed that he had made an 
agreement for Russian arms, though he said it had been made 
through Prague. The Foreign Office, without further consulta- 
tion with Trevelyan or Nasser, revealed this news at a press 
briefing the following day. Nasser wa£ again angered by what he 
considered as a breach of confidence and an attempt to ‘put him 
in a comer’, 29 and the same evening made a defiant speech an- 
nouncing the arms deal. The reports of the deal had also brought 
a special envoy from the US State Department, George V. Allen, 
flying to Cairo, to try to persuade Nasser to change his mind. His 
mission, like the further protests from London, was unsuccessful. 

In a speech at an Armed Forces exhibition in Cairo, Nasser 
announced that during the previous week Egypt had signed a 
'commercial agreement’ with Czechoslovakia for a supply of 
weapons in exchange for cotton and rice. Describing his unsuc- 
cessful quest for weapons in the West, Nasser claimed that 
‘France always haggled with us, telling us that they would give 
us weapons on the condition that we did not criticize their policy 
in North Africa : that is, they asked us to abandon our Arab 
nature, to abandon our humanitarianism, to ignore the butchery 
that was going on in North Africa’. America had attached the un- 
acceptable conditions of a mutual security pact. Britain, after 
having promised arms, had delivered them in insufficient quanti- 
ties. At the same time, Israel had been receiving arms from several 
Western countries; the Western newspapers, alleged Nasser, had 
said that the Israeli army was stronger than the Egyptian army in 
arms and equipment and could defeat all the Arab armies com- 
bined. 

A week later the Israeli government declared publicly that 
Cairo reports of Israel’s alleged superiority in arms were ‘abso- 
lutely unfounded’ and announced its intention of acquiring more 
arms. The same day, however, the Director-General of the Israeli 
Defence Ministry, Shimon Peres, gave a different picture. Review- 
ing the two-year-old rearmament plan in a speech to employees of 
his Ministry, Peres said, ‘With regard to the acquisition of arms, 
we have provided Israel with superiority over the Arab states’. 
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Israel had greatly expanded her armoured units and acquired 
modem aircraft ‘which gave us a new air superiority’. 30 

The precise terms of Nasser’s first arms deal with the Soviet 
bloc (he later admitted that the deal was in fact with Russia not 
Czechoslovakia) have never been officially revealed. According to 
an American official estimate, Egypt purchased between eighty 
and 100 Mig jet fighters, thirty to forty-five Ilyushin-28 light jet 
bombers, 100 Stalin and T34 tanks, several hundred armoured 
troop carriers, as well as artillery, trucks, bazookas, small arms 
and ammunition, all to be paid for with cotton and rice deliveries 
over a long period of years. The value of the deal was variously 
estimated in Washington at between $90 and $200 million. 31 A 
British estimate put the cost at about £150 million and included 
in the material 300 medium and heavy tanks, more than a hundred 
self-propelled guns, two destroyers, four minesweepers and twenty 
motor torpedo-boats. 32 

The crisis between Egypt and Israel had begun with the agree- 
ment to withdraw British troops from the Canal Zone: the Czech 
arms deal brought it into a new and acute phase. Overnight 
Nasser’s prestige and popularity soared among the Arab publics 
to a height no modem Arab leader had reached before. He was 
admired for his boldness and for his refusal to submit to an arms 
control system imposed by the Western Powers which seemed to 
leave the Arabs at the mercy of the Israeli army. Where other 
Arab leaders had only talked, he had dared to act. Few Arabs 
paused to think of the w ider international implication of the deal. 
The Arabs knew that neither they nor Nasser w’ere Communists 
or desirous of becoming Soviet satellites. So, they thought, why 
should Egypt not get the arms she desperately needed from 
Russia, if the Russians, unlike the West, would supply them 
without political strings? To all those Arabs living round Israel’s 
borders, except perhaps for the Maronite Christians of the 
Lebanon, Israel appeared a more immediate and real danger than 
Russia. 

The Soviet amis deal did not bring the Cold War into the 
Middle East: it was already there and had been intensified by the 
moves to set up Western-backed regional defence systems, cul- 
minating in the Baghdad Pact. But the arms deal ensured that 
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henceforward the Middle East could no longer be regarded as a 
purely Weston sphere of influence. The West could no longer 
hope simply to seal off the Arab world from Soviet penetration. 
Russia had re-established herself as a Middle East power after an 
absence of nearly forty years. She had secured at a cheap price a 
valuable political foothold in the most important Arab country 
whose influence also extended into Africa. The West could no 
longer count on treating the Arab countries as if they were 
rebellious satellites. The struggle for influence there had taken on 
a new style. It was part of the competition between the West and 
the Communist bloc for the sympathies of the non-aligned Third 
World, a conflict ushered in by Khrushchev and Marshal Bul- 
ganin with their doctrine of ‘peaceful coexistence’, and their 
highly publicized journey to India. But the Western Powers were 
slow to grasp the changed setting in the Middle East. For Dulles, 
in particular, neutralism was ‘immoral’, while the British found 
it hard to adjust to a struggle of political and economic m^poeuvre, 
rather than the direct exercise of military and administrative 
power, in dealing with the Arab countries. 

At first, however, before the clumsy panic which led up to Suez, 
Dulles and Eden made some attempt to recover lost political 
ground. The months between the first Gaza raid and the Soviet 
arms deal saw not only a sharp increase in tension between Egypt 
and Israel but also an effort by Dulles, supported by Eden, to 
bring about a negotiated peace settlement between the two 
countries, an effort which was also continued during the months 
following the arms deal. This peace attempt arose partly in 
response to Israeli approaches to Washington for an alliance or 
military guarantee parallel with the Baghdad Pact. 

The Anglo-American approach to a settlement, which appears 
to have aroused Nasser’s interest, was based on the assumption 
that the key points in a peace were frontiers, the refugees and the 
status of Jerusalem. For Nasser the first two were the more im- 
portant. He considered that Israel must be ready to take back a 
substantial number of the Palestinian Arab refugees and pay 
compensation to the rest. If the Arabs were to accept less than 
their claim for the return of all the refugees to their homes in 
Israel, they would have to be given at least some token quid pro 
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quo in the form of a territorial concession. At the same time, the 
biggest grievance of Egypt arising out of the armistice lines was 
that she had lost her land communication with the eastern Arab 
states because of Israeli control of the Negev. The biggest diffi- 
culty for Jordan was her lack of access to the Mediterranean. 
Nasser’s first claim - perhaps his first bar gaining position - was 
for the re-establishment of a land link with Jordan by the cession 
to Egypt of most of the Negev south of Beersheba. 33 

Among various complicated schemes discussed in London and 
Washington for crossroads and corridors which might link Egypt, 
Jordan and the Gaza Strip without impeding Israeli access to 
Eilat, there was one which seemed to be most favoured by the 
Americans. It envisaged the cession by Israel of a narrow strip of 
land parallel with the Sinai border running from the Gaza Strip 
down to the Jordan frontier at the head of the Gulf of Aqaba. 34 
This corridor would not cut across the centre of Israel or any 
seriously populated area and it would link Jordan not only with 
the Mediterranean and with the Palestinians in the Gaza Strip but 
also with Egypt. It would run through barren desert incapable of 
agricultural development. If demilitarized, it would also be a 
buffer between Israel and Egypt. Some way might be found to 
give Israel access across it to Eilat. 

The snags were obvious. Apart from the Egyptian claim to 
more of the Negev including Eilat, there was the general Israeli 
objection to giving up an inch of the territory gained in the 1948 
war. Even more important was that the Israelis, and Ben Gurion 
in particular, attached great material and sentimental, almost 
mystic importance, to the Negev and to their foothold on the 
Gulf of Aqaba. They saw their access to both the Mediterranean 
and the Red Sea as a valuable geopolitical advantage enjoyed by 
only one other country, Egypt. Eilat was intended to be the gate- 
way to an expanding trade and politi.vii influence for Israel in 
Africa and Asia. It would be a port for oil coming in to Israel 
from Iran, which could not go through the Canal because of the 
Arab blockade. Perhaps it might even one day be the terminal of 
not only a pipe-line but also another canal, rivalling Suez, across 
the Negev from Eilat to the Mediterranean. There were long- 
cherished hopes of rich mineral deposits in the rocky wastes of 
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the southern Negev and Ben Gurion dreamt of the northern 
Negev, Jbalf-desert, half-steppe, as an open pioneering frontier, 
providing the place for Israel’s future expansion of population, 
especially if the three million Jews of Russia were ever allowed to 
emigrate. 

Nevertheless, the possible advantages of the American pro- 
posal to Israel were not negligible, provided it led to a real peace 
settlement. For such a result, the price might reasonably be 
considered not excessive. For the Americans and some Israeli 
economists believed that some of the dreams of settlement and 
expansion in the disputed area were likely to remain dreams, be- 
cause agricultural development of the Negev, particularly of the 
completely barren south, was not economic. It was doubtful 
whether the expected mineral deposits existed in worthwhile 
quantities and the transport problems were formidable. Once the 
Suez Canal was open to Israeli shipping and the Arab oil blockade 
was lifted, as would happen if a peace were signed, the usefulness 
of Eilat would be greatly diminished. 

An oblique public reference to these American ideas for a settle- 
ment was made by Dulles in a speech on 26 August 1955. He 
offered American help for the resettlement or compensation of 
the Arab refugees and an American guarantee, by formal treaty, 
of agreed frontiers between Israel and the Arab states. Expressing 
the hope that other countries would join in the guarantee and 
that it would be sponsored by the United Nations, Dulles said 
that the difficulty of agreeing on permanent frontiers was ‘in- 
creased by the fact that even territory which is barren has 
acquired a sentimental significance’. The Dulles proposals were 
endorsed the following day by the British government. They were 
coldly received by the Arab states because they implied recogni- 
tion of the Israeli state. The Arab states came nearer to accepting 
the proposals for a settlement of the Jordan waters put forward 
by the American special envoy, Eric Johnston, but, on Syria’s 
insistence, rejected them on 12 October.* Israel’s reaction to the 
Dulles proposals was even more negative and decisive. In a speech 
to the Knesset on 18 October, Sharett welcomed the suggestion 


*For details see Chapter 16 . 
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of a security pact guaranteeing Israel’s borders but declared that 
Israel could not consider any unilateral territorial concessions. 35 

A few days later, Israel’s policy took a sharp turn away from 
thoughts of a negotiated settlement towards plans for a preventive 
war. On 22 October 1955, Ben Gurion, then still Defence Minister, 
summoned Major-General Dayan, then army chief of staff, back 
from holiday in France and instructed him to prepare plans for 
the capture of the Straits of Tiran in order to ensure freedom for 
Israeli shipping through the Gulf of Aqaba and the Red Sea. 36 
This move was partly a response to action taken the previous 
month by Egypt to strengthen her blockade of Israeli shipping 
through the Gulf of Aquba. No Israeli ships and planes were to 
be allowed through or over the Tiran Straits; ships and planes of 
other countries had to obtain permission from Egypt who claimed 
that the Straits formed part of her territorial waters. 

The cycle of border incidents and reprisals, escalating into 
larger Israeli military action and intensified Arab guerrilla raids 
and blockade, was already becoming the classic pattern of the 
Arab-Israeli conflict. Each side could produce strong arguments 
of emotion, political survival or legal right to justify its actions, 
but neither Nasser nor Ben Gurion showed much awareness of 
the dangerous long-term implications of their tactical moves. 

Whatever the morality or wisdom of Nasser’s action in tighten- 
ing the blockade of the Straits of Tiran, Egypt’s legal case for 
claiming the right to do so was not negligible. It was, in fact, a 
particularly complex example of one of the most controversial 
aspects of the international law of the sea - the case of an almost 
landlocked gulf, in which sovereignty over a vital part of the 
shoreline was disputed. The Arabs had from the first rejected 
Israel’s right to be at Eilat: although it was allocated to Israel 
under the 1947 partition plan, the area had been seized by Israeli 
forces in debatable circumstances in l'?49 after the conclusion of 
the Egyptian-Isracli armistice and while the Jordao-Israel armis- 
tice was in its final stages of negotiation. Moreover, the shores of 
the Straits of Tiran and the two islands in the middle of them were 
Egyptian on one side and Saudi Arabian on the other. The coasts 
of the Gulf of Aqaba also belonged to Egypt and Saudi Arabia, 
except for a few kilometres at the head of the Gulf round Eilat 
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which were controlled by Israel and another narrow stretch round 
the port of Aqaba which belonged to Jordan. The passage between 
the shore and the islands in the Straits of Tiran was only two 
miles wide, thus falling within the limits of the territorial waters 
of Egypt and Saudi Arabia. The legal question was whether as 
Israel claimed, the Gulf nevertheless constituted international 
waters to which all ships should enjoy free and innocent passage, 
and also whether Egypt’s claim to exercise the belligerent right 
of blockade, despite the armistice - a claim already rejected by 
the Security Council in the case of the Suez Canal - had any 
bearing in the case of the Gulf. 

The timing of the Egyptian move against Eilat reinforced the 
suspicions already aroused in Ben Gurion's mind. He saw it 
as yet one more sign of a conspiracy to deprive Israel of the 
Negev as part of a Middle East settlement in which the Western 
Powers, especially Britain, hoped to appease Egypt at Israel’s 
expense. 

The race between peace moves and war plans quickened. 
During September 1955 the main area of border tension switched 
from the Gaza strip to the key strategic sector on the Israeli- 
Egyptian frontier at the El Auja demilitarized zone and the areas 
on either side of it. This region covered one of the main invasion 
routes into Egypt from Israel and vice-versa. Israel had estab- 
lished a military foothold in the El Auja demilitarized zone 
under the guise of a collective farm settlement, in breach of the 
armistice agreement, while both she and Egypt were maintaining 
forces in the adjoining areas in dispositions and strength which 
were also contrary to the armistice. Raid and counter-raid 
followed each other and the United Nations made vain efforts 
to get agreement on a withdrawal by both sides. 

On 2 November 1955 Ben Gurion replaced the more cautious 
Sharett as prime minister of Israel. The same day he made a 
bellicose speech to the Knesset warning Egypt that guerrilla 
operations and the blockade of the Straits of Tiran could lead to 
war. He called for full observance of the armistice agreements 
and offered to meet Nasser and other Arab leaders for peace 
talks, but declared, ‘if acts of violence interfere with our rights 
on land and on the seas, then we reserve our freedom of action 
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to protect our rights in the most effective manner’. Ben Gurion 
added, ‘We have never initiated and shall never initiate war 
against anybody; we do not desire a single inch of foreign terri- 
tory, but we shall not permit even an inch of our territory to be 
taken from us as long as we have life’. 37 

Despite this latter declaration, Ben Gurion at this time pro- 
posed to the Israeli cabinet a military attack by the Israeli army 
to seize the Straits of Tiran, in other words war against Egypt. 
The Cabinet ‘decided that the moment was not propitious’ but 
added that Israel should act in the place and at the timi*. that she 
deemed appropriate. 38 

The British and American governments began to show alarm 
at the growing border tension, but neither they nor the French 
were prepared to take effective measures to enforce the keeping 
of the peace, either through the United Nations or under the 
Tripartite Declaration of 1950. They limited their action to 
verbal support for the efforts of General Bums and the UN 
Secretary-General, Hammarskjold, and intensified their diplo- 
matic pressure to bring about a peace settlement. 

On 9 November, President Eisenhower repeated his offer of an 
American guarani ee by treaty of agreed Israeli -Arab frontiers. 
The same day, in the British prime minister’s traditional annual 
speech at the Guildhall in London, Sir Anthony Eden called for 
a compromise by Israel and the Arab states on their future 
frontiers. Eden pointed out that the Arabs had said they were 
willing to discuss peace terms with Tsi.tel on the basis of the 1947 
partition plan and other United Nations resolutions, while the 
Israelis took their stand on the 1949 armistice lines. ‘The stark 
truth’ was that if Israel and the Arab states wanted peace, which 
was in their own interests, 'they must make some compromise 
between the two positions’. 

In making the speech, Eden had in n. : nd his successful initiative 
to solve the Trieste dispute between Italy and Yugoslavia. The 
speech was well received by the Arabs but angrily denounced by 
Israel. Nasser welcomed Eden’s initiative as a move in the right 
direction. He had already let it be known that he thought the 
Bemadotte plan of 1948 a better basis for negotiation than the 
1947 partition plan. 39 The Bemadotte plan drawn up by the then 
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United Nations mediator would have given the Negev and the 
Gaza strip to Jordan in exchange for leaving Israel in control of 
the whole of Galilee, the western half of which had been awarded 
to the Arabs under the 1947 plan. 

Nasser made it plain that any settlement would have to include 
a choice of return home or compensation for the Arab refugees, 
though he believed that probably most of them would choose 
compensation if return meant going back under an Israeli 
government. Would Nasser, even on this basis, have been pre- 
pared for serious negotiations leading to a final peace settlement? 
As a journalist in personal contact at that time with most of the 
Arab leaders, including Nasser, I formed the impression that if 
Israel had been prepared to cede some territory for the sake of the 
advantages of a permanent settlement, the readiness of the Arab 
states to accept a final peace, including acceptance of the Israeli 
state with borders guaranteed by the Great Powers, was greater 
than at any time since 1949. But the process would have taken 
time and prolonged bargaining. Nor could it have begun seriously 
until there was greater quiet on the borders and a truce over the 
Baghdad Pact. For Nasser, any move towards a peace settlement 
would have meant a considerable political risk at a time when he 
was competing with Iraq for the allegiance of the other Arab 
states, particularly Syria and Jordan, who were more concerned 
than any other with the problem of Israel. Whether or not Nasser 
was serious about seeking peace, he was certainly serious about 
not wanting war. Despite the Soviet arms, Egypt's position 
vis-d-vis Israel was weak. Eden told the House of Commons on 
12 December 1955, that ‘Israel is not, in my belief, at a military 
disadvantage today in relation to any Arab state, or indeed, any 
combination of Arab states who are on her frontier’. UN 
military observers, who were in a good position to judge the 
forces of both sides, believed it would take two years for the 
Egyptians to absorb and master their new Soviet weapons. The 
Baghdad Pact and the quarrels it aroused had also weakened 
the general Arab position by splitting the Arab states and their 
collective security pact. Under pressure from his army to under- 
take a counter-offensive operation against Israel, which he knew 
Egypt was too weak to sustain, Nasser’s first concern was to 
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avoid armed clashes on the frontier. He had proposed that 
Egyptian and Israeli forces on the border should withdraw 500 
feet on either side of the demarcation line. This suggestion was 
incorporated in General Burns’s plan which was endorsed by the 
Security Council. Speculation about Nasser’s peace intentions 
was soon rendered academic. Six days after the Guildhall speech 
the Anglo-American peace initiative was torpedoed by Israel. 
In a scathing speech to the Knesset, Ben Gurion denounced 
Eden’s statement as ‘a proposal to reduce Israel’s territory in 
favour of her neighbours’ and as ‘entirely without legal, moral 
or logical basis and therefore not to be considered’. 

Ben Gurion’s uncompromising attitude was fortified by the 
knowledge that, three days earlier, Israel had signed a new 
arms agreement with the French government of Edgar Faure, 
under which she would receive another twenty-four Mystere jet 
fighters as well as more tanks and guns. France had opposed the 
Anglo-American plans for the Baghdad Pact because of her 
traditional resentment of possible Anglo-Iraqi designs on Syria, 
once a French preserve. This attitude led her Foreign Ministry 
to an ambivalent attitude between Egypt and Israel, who also 
both opposed the Baghdad Pact. But the Israeli government had 
succeeded in bypassing the Quai d’Orsay and establishing contact 
with the French Defence Ministry and with a group of ministers, 
soldiers and politicians whose foremost concern was the pre- 
servation of the French presence in Algeria. These influential and 
determined men, headed by M. Maui ice Bourges-Manoury, the 
Defence Minister, had accepted the Israeli thesis that France and 
Israel had a common enemy in the Arabs, especially in Nasser 
who was helping the Algerian rebels with arms and radio propa- 
ganda. This new Franco-Israeli alliance was to be further streng- 
thened when the government headed by the French Socialist 
leader, Guy Mollet, took office in January 1956. Mollet’s 
Socialist-Radical coalition had been elected on a promise of 
seeking peace in Algeria. But after Mollet, on a visit to Algiers 
in February, had been pelted with tomatoes by angry European 
workers, he changed his policy to one of more violent suppres- 
sion of the Algerian Arab rebellion. Simultaneously, the influence 
of Israel in Paris was strengthened by the personal and ideological 
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ties existing between leading members of the French Socialist 
party and the Israeli Socialist leaders. 

Nasser thus faced a developing Franco-Israeli alliance but, 
despite the Soviet arms deal, his relations with the United States 
and Britain had not yet hardened into hostility. Anglo-American 
policy towards Egypt was to remain fluid for some months, until 
it finally crystallized into enmity ardund two questions, the 
financing of the Aswan High Dam and the future of Jordan. 
For the Americans, the first was decisive and for the British the 
second. 

Within a year of coming to power the Egyptian revolutionary 
regime had begun to study seriously the plan for a giant dam on 
the Nile south of Aswan. As the project was finally conceived, 
it would provide long-term storage of the Nile waters, extend 
perennial irrigation in Upper Egypt and enable another million 
and a quarter acres of land to be brought under cultivation. It 
would also generate large quantities of electric pow^r for the 
industrialization which was needed to provide work for Egypt’s 
rapidly expanding population. The dam was to be 21 miles long 
and 365 feet high, holding behind it a lake 344 miles long, the 
biggest artificial lake in the world. Twelve turbines worked from 
the dam would generate ten milliard kilowatts of electric power a 
year. 

The plan was to build the dam in two stages over a period of 
ten years. The cost was estimated at some $1,300 million (£466 
million) of which about a third would have to be in foreign 
currency, the greater part of this in the first stage. To obtain 
this foreign currency was one of the two main problems involved 
in building the Dam; the other was to get agreement with the 
Sudan for a new sharing of the Nile waters and for the flooding 
of a 124-mile-long stretch of the Nile Valley inside Sudanese 
territory from which some 50,000 people would have to be moved. 

Several European firms, beginning with West Germans, had 
become interested in carrying out the High Dam project and 
since 1953 the Egyptian government had been discussing inter- 
national financial help with the World Bank. The World Bank 
was reluctant to consider a loan until Egypt was politically more 
stable. This meant in the first place until she had reached the 
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Canal Zone agreement with Britain. Then there was the condition 
of agreement with the Sudan. In 1955 Nasser and his colleagues 
were still trying to persuade the leaders of the emergent Sudanese 
state to choose unity with Egypt rather than complete independ- 
ence. Egypt’s interest was obvious - to ensure that the upper 
waters of the Nile should not be under hostile control, with 
perhaps the secondary aim of an outlet for her surplus population, 
though the Egyptian peasant has rarely emigrated. The Sudan’s 
interest in unity was less self-evident: Egyptian support was 
useful in ending British rule and Egypt was a cultural centre for 
many northern Sudanese, but Egyptian arguments for future 
unity included no guarantees of material advantage, such as 
more money for social and economic development. Egypt’s 
anxiety about the Sudan, sharpened by suspicion of the influence 
of the remaining British officials there, was reflected in the 
unscrupulousness of her methods - propaganda was supported 
by bribery and intrigue among all the rival Sudanese factions in 
the non-Muslim south as well as the Muslim north. These tactics 
strengthened the influence of those in the British Foreign Office 
who believed Nasser was incorrigibly hostile to British interests 
and could not be trusted to keep an agreement. 

British officialdom itself was, however, not averse to a little 
intrigue. When by tne autumn of 1955 it had become clear that 
tlie Sudanese were going to choose independence, the British 
government, under pressure from the governor-general in 
Khartoum, Sir Knox Helm, proposed that Egypt and Britain 
should waive the provisions of the Sudan agreement calling for 
a constituent assembly and jointly declare the Sudan indepen- 
dent. Nasser replied through Trevelyan, the British ambassador 
in Cairo, that he was now convinced that in a free vote the 
Su dan ese would choose independence, but he could not admit 
this publicly and had to keep the Sudan agreement in being 
as long as possible. Trevelyan advised the Foreign Office to 
stick to the provisions of the agreement but his advice was 
rejected. Instead the British secretly suggested to the Sudanese 
prime minister, Ismail el Azhari, that he should himself make 
a declaration of independence with a promise of British support. 
Azhari was non-committal but, as Trevelyan had foreseen, 
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Nasser got wind of the British move. He saw it as a breach 
of an understanding he had reached with Trevelyan that in 
dealing with Sudan affairs neither would try to ‘put the other 
in a comer’. 40 When, on 1 January 1956, Azhari, with the 
agreement of the Sudanese parliament, proclaimed independence, 
Nasser swallowed his disappointment and, like Britain, at once 
recognized the new independent state. (One casualty of the failure 
of Egypt's policy of unity with the Sudan was Major Salah 
Salem, the Minister for National Guidance and the Egyptian 
minister chiefly responsible for Sudanese affairs. He was removed 
from his post in August 1955 and consoled with a job as a news* 
paper columnist.) 

Although agreement on the Nile waters still hung fire, the 
World Bank was stimulated to a more urgent approach to the 
High Dam finance by a new interest of the United States and 
Britain provoked in turn by Russia. In October 1955 Russia had 
followed up the news of the Soviet arms deal by expressing her 
readiness to offer a loan of £100 million towards industrialization 
in Egypt, including the supply of material and technicians for the 
High Dam. Alarmed at the prospect of increasing Soviet econo- 
mic and political penetration into the Middle East and thence 
into Africa, the British and American governments decided to 
join in a preemptive bid to ensure Western rather than Soviet 
financing of the High Dam. On 17 December they announced 
that they would contribute part of the foreign exchange costs of 
the first stage of the Dam project and would also ‘consider 
sympathetically in the light of the then existing circumstances' 
further support for the later stages, together with the World Bank. 

For the first stage the United States offered a grant of $56 
million (£20 million) and Britain $14 million (£5 million) as a 
joint collateral for a World Bank loan of $200 million. The rest of 
the cost, in Egyptian currency, would be borne by Egypt herself. 

When Eden and Eisenhower met to discuss Middle East policy 
in Washington in February 1956 they agreed that Nasser’s 
attitude towards this High Dam offer would be an important 
indicator of the prospects for his cooperation with the West. 41 

The contacts between Nasser and Eugene Black, President of 
the World Bank, had already begun to show Nasser’s extreme 
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suspicion and caution about the terms for the Anglo-American 
aid and the World Bank loan. The Anglo-American conditions 
were that Egypt should promise to refuse aid from Communist 
sources, should give the Dam priority over other projects and 
award contracts for the work on a competitive basis. The World 
Bank also put some conditions of its own about the conduct of 
Egyptian government finances, as regards both the budget and 
the balance of payments. Nasser baulked at what seemed to him 
a demand for a close outside supervision of the Egyptian eco- 
nomy. It was explained to him that the World Bank was an 
international institution, an agency of the United Nations whose 
officials were international civil servants and whose rules were the 
same for every country. He pointed out with some truth but little 
tact that the United States and Britain supplied so large a propor- 
tion of the Bank funds that presumably they had considerable 
influence over its lending policy. 

The British and American governments attributed Nasser’s 
wariness to the fact that he had - or thought he had - an offer 
from Russia up his sleeve and was trying to get the best possible 
terms by playing one side against the other. But they under- 
estimated the degree to which Nasser was influenced by Egypt’s 
history. He was obsessed with the fear that the country’s newly 
won independence might be 'ost again through the domination of 
foreign creditors, just as the debts of the Khedive Ismail had led 
first to European financial control ard then to the British occu- 
pation. 

Such misunderstanding over the High Dam might have been 
overcome but for other developments which weakened confidence 
between Nasser and the Western Powers. Early in November 
King Hussein of Jordan told the British that his country was now 
ready to join the Baghdad Pact. Once again the lurks were the 
prime movers in the affair; Hussein had made up his mind during 
the visit to Jordan of the Turkish President. The British were 
delighted at the chance of getting another Arab state to join the 
Pact, for Iraq felt isolated as the only Arab member. Such a 
move would be a clear breach of the assurance given to Nasser 
only a few months before that the Pact would not be extended 
to other Arab countries. But the British might argue that 
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Nasser’s Soviet arms deal had created an entirely new situation. 
To counter the anticipated propaganda opposition from Egypt, 
Eden decided to make what he thought would be an impressive 
demonstration of the value of the alliance to Jordan. He sent 
the Chief of the Imperial General Staff, General Sir Gerald 
Templer, to Amman bringing a gift of ten Vampire jet fighters, 
the promise of substantial quantities of other military equipment, 
and the draft of a new agreement to replace the Anglo-Jordan 
Treaty, once Jordan signed the Baghdad Pact. General Templer, 
who was in Amman from 6-14 December 1955, told the Jordan 
government that Britain would provide the Arab Legion with the 
equipment and finance for two more infantry battalions, a medium 
artillery regiment and a regiment of tanks. 42 

In an attempt to cover up the breach of the earlier assurance 
to Egypt, Trevelyan was told by the Foreign Office to inform 
Nasser that the Templer mission was not intended to press 
Jordan to join the Baghdad Pact but to discuss the supply of 
arms, during which the Pact question had arisen. But Nasser 
knew this to be ‘a misleading statement’ and consequently 
intensified Egyptian propaganda against Britain and the Pact, to 
the further detriment of Anglo-Egyptian relations and the situa- 
tion in Jordan. 43 

The Jordan government split and fell when four Palestinian 
ministers resigned rather than accept the Templer proposals. The 
ministers, claiming to reflect the majority of public opinion - 
which was now formed numerically at least by the Palestinians 
in Jordan, including the refugees - opposed Jordan’s membership 
of the Baghdad Pact because it would mean isolation from 
Egypt. The Palestinians believed that they could not risk losing 
Egypt’s support on the front against Israel. The cabinet crisis 
was accompanied by widespread strikes and demonstrations. 
General Templer was obliged to return to London empty- 
handed, except for an agreement that he should come back to 
continue the negotiations when the Jordan government felt 
strong enough to do so. Fears, encouraged by Cairo radio, that 
the attempt might be renewed by a new government of king’s 
men and anger at the failure to hold new elections led to more 
rioting in Jordan, especially in the west bank towns, early in 



The Arabs, Russia and the West 17 5 

January 1956. At least seven people were killed and hundreds 
wounded and many buildings set on fire. 4-4. The British prepared 
to fly in troops to Amman and King Hussein asked for troops 
from Iraq. But in the end neither British nor Iraqi forces moved. 
Selwyn Lloyd, who had replaced Harold Macmillan as Foreign 
Secretary, sent a message to Nasser containing a mixture of 
protest, threat and conciliation. The message warned Nasser that 
Britain’s future relations with Egypt depended on the ending of 
Egyptian hostility in Jordan and especially of the anti-British 
campaign of Cairo radio. Lloyd assured Nasser that Britain was 
not trying to isolate Egypt and wanted good relations between 
Cairo and Baghdad. 45 

From the time of the Templer mission onwards. Nasser began 
to believe that the British government, with the help of Nuri 
es-Said, were pursuing a hostile policy towards him by trying to 
isolate Egypt and make her once again dependent on Britain. 
Both Nasser and the British claimed that each was only reacting 
to the hostile moves of the other. In spite of Nasser’s suspicions, 
he seemed prepared to consider a new proposal for a diplomatic 
truce sketched to him by Tievelyan in a meeting on 1 January 
1956. 46 This proposal would have revived the previous under- 
standing by which Nasser agreed to drop his attacks on the 
Baghdad Pact provided it ;■ as not extended to any other Arab 
states. But, at the time, the British government was still anxious 
to extend the Pact, apparently believing that its prestige and that 
of Nuri cs-Said was now committed t<> a struggle with Nasser for 
influence in the Arab states, which, if lost, would mean a pre- 
carious isolation for Nuri and the Baghdad regime. 

There was a strange blindness or lack of coordination in the 
British diplomatic timing. Eden’s initiative for a Palestine peace 
settlement depended for its success on the Arab side chiefly on 
the reactions of Egypt. Opposition bom Nasser could kill it 
immediately, while only Egypt and Nasser could provide the 
influence and leadership that might bring a settlement about. 
Yet at the very same time Eden w'as preparing to bring Jordan 
into the Baghdad Pact, a move certain to arouse Egyptian hosti- 
lity and suspicion. Moreover, it was a move peculiarly calculated 
to destroy the prospects of obtaining Arab support for a com- 



176 The Egyptian Revolution 

promise settlement with Israel. Jordan, with its long frontier with 
Israel and two-thirds of its population Palestinians, was at the 
heart of both a peaceful settlement of the Palestine problem and 
of the Arab military front ‘containing’ Israel. In Nasser’s eyes, 
the inclusion of Jordan in the Baghdad Pact would mean that 
eventually Egypt and Syria would be left to face Israel alone. 
Syria herself might be the next target for inclusion in the Pact 
after Jordan. As if to warn Syria not to rely on her Egyptian 
alliance, Israeli forces, on the personal order of Ben Gurion, 
made a heavy attack on Syrian army positions and villages near 
Lake Tiberias on 11 December 1955, while General Templer was 
in Amman. Fifty-six Syrians were killed. The attack was ostens- 
ibly a reprisal for alleged Syrian shooting at Israeli fishermen, 
but was in reality a clumsy diplomatic demonstration. 47 The 
Jerusalem Post newspaper, which usually reflected the views of 
the Israeli government wrote, ‘We hope that the Israeli raid 
has convinced many Syrians that the military pact with Egypt 
has increased the danger to Syria instead of guaranteeing Syria's 
defences.’ The result of the raid was, however, not to break the 
Egyptian-Syrian alliance, but to strengthen it. It helped to des- 
troy the prospects of either Syria or Jordan joining the Baghdad 
Pact, overcame the last resistance inside the Syrian cabinet to 
a Syrian purchase of Soviet arms and ensured the supremacy 
in Damascus of the advocates of closer ties with Egypt. (There 
was a joke in Israel at the time that the attack on Syria had been 
ordered by a special committee of three, made up of the prime 
minister, the defence minister and the foreign minister - Ben 
Gurion was then occupying all these posts, as the Foreign 
Minister, Sharett, was in the United States trying to buy arms - 
a mission which was not helped by Ben Gurion's action.) 

Nasser’s reaction was not to recoil from the challenge but to 
stress the seriousness of his new commitment to Syria. He 
informed the United Nations Secretary-General that any further 
aggression against Syria would be met with the whole of the 
Egyptian armed forces. The repercussions of the attack on Syria 
also ensured that no serious attention would be given in the 
Arab capitals to Israel’s counter-proposals for a peace settlement 
which were made known a week later. Rejecting any major 



The Arabs, Russia and the West 177 

territorial changes, Israel proposed mutual adjustments of the 
1949 armistice lines, compensation but no return for the refugees 
and a loan for their re-settlement in the Arab states. To Egypt 
she offered land and air transit rights for trade with the Lebanon 
and across the Negev to Jordan. To the Jordanians, she offered 
a right to free port facilities in Haifa and transit rights to them 
from Jordan. 

The Syrian raid and the upheaval in Jordan over the Baghdad 
Pact led to new attempts by the Arab states to find a common 
policy towards Israel and the Western Powers. There also followed 
a more intensive search through the United Nations for a peaceful 
modus vivendi between Israel and the Arab states. In this opera- 
tion Hammarskjold appeared for a time to have the unusually 
unanimous backing of the Great Powers, including Russia. But 
the Secretary-General’s peace-making efforts eventually broke 
down, largely because the Western Powers attached more 
importance to their own hostility to Egypt than to the main- 
tenance of Arab-Israeli peace; Britain and France believed that 
Nasser threatened their interests in the Arab oil countries and in 
North Africa, and the United States chose to strike at Russia’s 
wooing of the neutralists by making an example of Egypt. 

The Baghdad Pact and the Soviet arms deal had international- 
ized the local struggle for power in the Middle East. They 
brought America and Russia more actively into an area where 
hitherto the dominant Great Powers had been Britain and France. 
But the struggle was fought out still : n local terms and Britain 
was still the main foreign power involved. Nasser's policy of 
Arab unity and independence under Egyptian leadership was a 
challenge to the hegemony of the two powers which had domin- 
ated the Middle East militarily since the Palestine war - Israel, 
and Britain acting through the Hashemite regimes of Jordan and 
Iraq. Eventually this struggle came to a head in open war, in 
which Israel and Britain found themselves in reluctant alliance 
against Egypt. Until then it was fought out politically and centred 
on Syria and Jordan. Israel used her military strength to try to 
keep Egypt, Syria and Jordan apart. Egypt competed with Britain 
and Iraq for influence in Amman and Damascus. 

The British government saw Nasser’s opposition to Anglo-Iraq 
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influence and to the Baghdad Pact as a breach of the promise of 
better relations after the 1954 Canal Zone agreement. But the 
Pact - as Nasser had warned Dulles - had brought the opposite 
results from those intended: it had increased the instability of 
Arab Asia and helped the growth of Russian and Communist 
influence there. Russia appeared more able than the West to 
accommodate itself to the underlying neutralism of Arab 
nationalist opinion. The Baghdad Pact had drawn new lines in 
the Arab world. Nasser, the more orthodox neutralists, the 
Baathists and Communists were thrown together in a common 
‘ anti-imperialist’ front. They were against the vestiges of Western 
military and political control in the Arab countries and the 
suspected attempts, such as the Baghdad Pact, to maintain 
Western hegemony by new means. A strange but temporary 
ally in this anti-imperialist camp was Saudi Arabia which, under 
King Saud, had quarrelled with Britain over the Buraimi oasis, 
and which sided with Egypt in opposition to Hashemite ambi- 
tions. Syria was torn between pro-Iraqi and pro-Egyptian 
factions and between those desiring an alliance with the West 
and those favouring neutralism. The Syrian neutralists leaned 
towards Russia as an insurance against the converging pressures 
of Israel, Turkey and the Anglo-lraqi partnership. Jordan was 
also divided internally between King Hussein and his east hank 
supporters, who looked to Iraq and the West, and the Pales- 
tinians, mostly on the west bank, who clung to Egypt as their 
chief ally against Israel. 

During the first six months of 1956, Nasser tried to reduce this 
turmoil rather than increase it; his policy was one of containment 
rather than militancy. In the absence of any serious prospect of 
a peace settlement with Israel, he was ready to cooperate with 
the United Nations Secretary-General in stabilizing the armistice 
and pacifying the borders. In April, after talks with Hammar- 
skjold in Cairo, Nasser agreed to a cease-fire agreement with 
Israel which included a promise to cease all hostile acts by both 
regular and irregular forces. Jordan agreed to a similar cease-fire. 
But the lack of real peace and the continuation of the arms race 
meant that Israel and Egypt went on looking for arms and allies 
to improve their position in case the armistice broke down. 
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While Ben Gurion turned increasingly to France, Nasser tried 
to establish a common front round Israel’s borders with Jordan 
as well as Syria. He also tried to reach an understanding with the 
Western Powers about ‘freezing’ the Baghdad Pact. He needed 
a period of quiet and of better relations with the West for in- 
ternal reasons. He had begun negotiations in January with 
Eugene Black of the World Bank about the High Dam loan. 
At the same time he had taken the first step towards the con- 
struction of a new political system in Egypt with the publication 
in January 1956 of a draft constitution. The last British troops 
were leaving Egypt. In June, after they had all gone, the post- 
revolutionary transition period would officially be over and the 
new constitution, after approval in a plebiscite, would come into 
force. 

But the momentum of Arab nationalism in Jordan and in 
Algeria, the intractability of the Arab-rsraeli conflict, the 
pressures of Western domestic politics and Western-Soviet 
rivalries, combined to wreck all attempts to stabilize the Middle 
East. The intensified war in Algeria and the failure of French 
efforts to secure an end of Egyptian support for the nationalist 
rebellion led to a strengthening of French ties with Israel. In 
Jordan, the dismissal of the British commander of the Arab 
Legion, General Glubb, by King Hussein on \ March, was 
wrongly attributed by Eden to Nasser. It led the British prime 
minister, under attack at home fo: lack of decisiveness, to 
the abrupt and angry decision that Nasser was a dangerous 
and irreconcilable enemy of all British interests in the Middle 
Fast, an enemy to be brought down before he did more serious 
damage. 

The dismissal of Glubb was not Nasser’s work: it was rather 
the hasty personal decision of King Hussein. It was a result of 
personal antagonisms and jealousies between a monarch of 
twenty-one, anxious to show his sympathy with the young 
nationalist generation, and a man more than twice his age who, 
however devoted to his adopted country, was a foreign soldier 
and a surviving symbol of an older paternalist imperial relation- 
ship. Egyptian propaganda attacks on Glubb no doubt influenced 
Hussein indirectly, because of the climate of opinion they helped 
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' to create in Jordan. It was nevertheless Hussein who took the 
decision, without consulting Nasser or any other Arab leader. 48 

The timing of Glubb’s dismissal was unfortunate from 
Nasser’s point of view. The news broke just as Selwyn Lloyd 
was in Cairo during a tour of the Middle East. Lloyd had come 
to Cairo, despite considerable criticism qf the visit in Britain, 
partly with the aim of exploring a possible modus vivendi with 
Egypt. Lloyd was given a message about Glubb as he was return 
ing from dinner with Nasser. He apparently believed that Nasser 
was responsible and consequently that Nasser had deceived and 
mocked him in their talks. Nasser’s account was that he heard 
the news after he had left Lloyd that evening and thought at first 
that Glubb had been withdrawn by the British government. This, 
he considered, was a sensible British move and he told Lloyd so 
when he saw him the next morning before Lloyd flew off. Lloyd 
thought Nasser was making fun of him and was angry. Nasser 
could not understand the reason for Lloyd’s bad temper*until 
he heard the full story of Glubb’s dismissal after Lloyd had left. 49 
This misunderstanding helped to confirm the violent reaction of 
Eden over the Glubb episode. It ensured that his fury was 
directed against Nasser rather than Hussein. Nasser was made to 
appear not only relentlessly hostile but also totally untrust- 
worthy. Anthony Nutting, then Minister of State at the Foreign 
Office, later recalled, ‘On that fatal day he [Eden] decided that 
the world was not big enough to hold both him and Nasser. The 
“Egyptian dictator” had to be eliminated somehow or other, 
else he would destroy Britain's position in the Middle East and 
Eden’s position as Prime Minister of Britain.’ 50 

In the House of Commons, Eden stated his position more 
diplomatically. On 7 March, he said, 

To disrupt a treaty between Jordan and ourselves is utterly incon- 
sistent with assurances of friendly relations. If the Egyptians genuinely 
want friendly relations with the Western Powers, they can be obtained, 
but not at any price. One way of ensuring that Egypt does not get them 
is to pursue a policy which, on the one hand, professes friendship 
and on the other incites hostility. 

Selwyn Lloyd had taken away with him from Cairo a proposal 
from Nasser, based on his earlier talk with Trevelyan, for a new 
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truce over the Baghdad Pact provided it were not extended to any 
other Arab states. Nasser would have agreed to a link between the 
Pact and the Arab League Collective Security Pact, of which 
Egypt was a member, through Iraq’s membership of both alli- 
ances. When after three weeks Lloyd had sent no reply to this 
proposal, Nasser made his ideas public in interviews with two 
British Sunday newspapers. The move was intended to be 
conciliatory but brought a sharp response from London. The 
same day that the interviews were published a Foreign Office 
spokesman commented that, while Nasser professed to offer 
cooperation, he was really bent on destroying British interests, and 
that any agreement to exclude new Arab members from the 
Baghdad Pact was impossible. According to the British ambassa- 
dor in Cairo, ‘Nasser took this statement as a declaration of 
war’. 51 He saw it as a public rejection of his private truce pro- 
posal to Lloyd and launched into a fierce press and radio cam- 
paign against Britain. 

British relations with Hussein were patched up and the subsidy 
to the Arab Legion maintained. But although there was ample 
proof that Nasser had not engineered Glubb’s dismissal, from 
that time on British policy towards Nasser began to change. 
It moved away from attempts to gain Egyptian cooperation and 
towards the isolation of Egypt and if possible the destruction 
of Nasser’s regime. As an illustration of this change and of 
Eden’s mood. Nutting records an extraordinary' conversation 
with the British prime minister shortly after the Glubb episode. 
Nutting had sent Eden a memo suggesting means of neutralizing 
Nasser’s attack on British interests in the Arab world without 
launching into a damaging head-on clash with Egypt. Eden rang 
Nutting in the middle of dinner with the American disarmament 
delegation and, according to Nutting, shouted down the tele- 
phone, ‘But what’s all this nonsense about isolating Nasser or 
“neutralizing” him, as you call it? I want him destroyed, can't 
you understand? I want him removed, and if you and the Foreign 
Office don’t agree, then you’d better come to the Cabinet and 
explain why.’ 52 

Eden found a ready ally for this new policy in France. The 
French prime minister, Guy Mollet, plunging ever deeper into a 
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ruthless war of repression against the Algerian nationalist 
rebellion, already saw Nasser as the arch-enemy of France. For 
him Nasser was not only the inspirer and supplier of the Algerian 
rebels but an aggressive dictator like Hitler whose ambitious 
designs had been plainly laid out in The Philosophy of the Revolu- 
tion, as Hitler’s had been revealed in Mein Kampf. The compari- 
son, later to be adopted and repeated by Eden and his colleagues 
in Britain, was inspired by the hysteria of political warfare rather 
than by a sense of history. In addition to the totally different 
power and political situations of pre-war Germany and Egypt, 
there is scarcely anything in common between the two books or, 
indeed, the personalities or the historical contexts of their 
authors. Mollet’s view was not shared by his Foreign Minister, 
Christian Pineau, who, at the suggestion of Pandit Nehru, visited 
Nasser in Cairo a few days after the visit of Selwyn Lloyd. On 
his return to Paris, Pineau told Mollet he did not think Nasser 
was a second Hitler, but a man without much political expedience 
who would never be the dictator of the Middle East. 53 But this 
meeting, like Selwyn Lloyd’s, produced a misunderstanding 
which left the same feeling in Paris as in London of Nasser’s un- 
trustworthiness. Pineau appears to have believed - appears, 
because over the years he has made different statements about 
this episode - that Nasser had given him an assurance that 
Egypt was not giving military help to Algerian rebels, and that 
Nasser subsequently went back on this pledge. Nasser has denied 
giving any promise to Pineau not to help the Algerians. He said 
that he had told Pineau that the Algerian revolution came from 
inside the country not from outside, and a settlement was the 
responsibility of the Algerians themselves. There were no Egyp- 
tians fighting with the Algerians but Egypt had trained Algerians 
because ‘It is our responsibility to help our Arab brothers 
everywhere’. When Pineau asked Nasser, ‘Are you training them 
now’, Nasser appears to have said, ‘No’, since ‘there were no 
Algerians at that time in the country for training as soldiers’. 
Perhaps Pineau inferred from this that Nasser was assuring him 
that this training had ended finally and not temporarily. 54 

Eden’s increased anxieties about Nasser’s policy in the Middle 
East showed themselves during the visit to Britain in April of 
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the Soviet leaders, Khrushchev and Bulganin. Khrushchev, hav- 
ing just denounced Stalin in his famous Twentieth Congress 
speech and dissolved the Cominform, was in a conciliatory 
mood. On the eve of the British visit, the Soviet government 
announced its support for the Middle East peace mission that the 
Security Council had asked Hammarskjold to undertake. In 
London, Eden told Khrushchev and Bulganin bluntly that 
Britain considered her Middle East oil supplies so vital that she 
would fight to ensure their continuance. The Russian leaders 
assured Eden that they recognized the importance of British 
economic interests in the Middle East. When Eden raised the 
question of controlling arms supplies to the Middle East, the 
Russians did not reject the suggestion but indicated that the 
scope of such a control would have to be broadened beyond the 
Arab states and Israel to other * Middle East' states such as 
Turkey. 

Just before these talks took place, the Baghdad Pact Council 
had been meeting in Teheran and the United States had an- 
nounced closer military and economic cooperation with the Pact. 
Another sign that the United States was also beginning to re- 
consider its Egyptian policy and to move closer to the new 
Anglo-French front against Nasser came during the May meeting 
of the NATO Ministers when agreement was reached between 
the Western Powers on the sale of more planes, tanks and war- 
ships and other arms to Israel. Dulles agreed to the sale by 
Canada and France of thirty-two Sabre and Mystfere jet fighters 
while Britain was to deliver two destroyers to the Israeli navy. 
In addition to this agreed sale, the French also delivered at least 
another twelve Mysteres and large quantities of other arms to the 
Israelis in secret. 

American suspicions that Nasser was becoming too friendly 
with the Communist bloc were strengthened when on 16 May he 
decided to recognize Communist China and to break off relations 
with Formosa. To Western diplomats Nasser explained that he 
had taken this step because of reports (they were inaccurate) that 
Russia might agree to Western proposals for an arms embargo 
for the Middle East. If the embargo cut off Russian arms supplies 
to Egypt, he might be able to find another source in Peking. But 
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if this was a reason for recognizing Peking, it was probably not 
the only one: Egypt had already sold £10 million worth of cotton 
to China and a Communist Chinese mission was already establish- 
ing itself in a large villa in Cairo. 

Nasser’s decision angered the American administration just at 
a time when it was being urged by the British and French, and 
also by its friends in the Baghdad Pact, to take a tougher line 
with Egypt. Nasser was not, however, looking for trouble abroad 
at this time, for he was nearing the end of a historic chapter in 
the consolidation of Egypt's independence and his own political 
position at home. On 13 June the last British troops left Egyptian 
soil. In punctual fulfilment of the 1954 agreement, they slipped 
away quietly by sea from Port Said to avoid any embarrassing 
publicity, a few days before the ceremonial Egyptian take-over 
had been planned. On 18 June, Nasser, with tears in his eyes, 
hoisted the Egyptian flag to the masthead over the Port Said 
Navy J-louse, the former British naval headquarters, fys jet 
fighters flew overhead and an Egyptian frigate fired a twenty-one- 
gun salute, Nasser told the vast, cheering crowds 

This is the most memorable moment of a life-tinje. . . . We have 
dreamed of this moment which had been denied to our fathers, grand- 
fathers and our brothers who have fought for years to achieve this 
moment and to see the Egyptian flag alone in our skies. Citizens, we 
pray God no other flag will ever fly over our land . 55 

Egyptians at last felt they were really independent. In Cairo 
the occasion was celebrated by an elaborate military parade at 
which Nasser took the salute at a march-past of detachments 
from all the Arab countries. One of the foreign guests was the 
newly appointed Soviet Foreign Minister, Dmitri Shepilov. A week 
later Egyptians voted in a plebiscite to approve the new constitu- 
tion and to elect Nasser as the first President of the Republic. 

The transitional period of the Egyptian revolution, begun with 
the military coup deposing Farouk four years before, was officially 
over. The Council of the Revolution, composed of the army 
officers who had organized and directed the revolution, was 
dissolved. Henceforward, Egypt was supposedly to be governed 
on the basis of the new constitution. The plebiscite was not 
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democratic by Western standards, although voting at the booths 
appeared to be secret. Nasser was sole candidate for the Presi- 
dency, and the plebiscite was not preceded by any serious public 
discussion of the merits of either the constitution or the presi- 
dential candidate. The majorities were embarrassing: over n : ''ety- 
nine per cent in each case. The constitution itself was vague on 
important points. Although martial law was abolished, press 
censorship lifted (it was reimposed later during the Suez crisis) 
and political detainees released, there remained an ever-present 
consciousness of military and police power in the background. 
Nasser still kept all the main sources of real power in his hands 
but the new constitution meant that in future he would have to 
use this power within certain limits unless he wished to abandon 
the attempt to create a more representative legitimacy in place 
of the purely revolutionary regime. 

The constitution, drafted by a small committee appointed by 
Nasser, listed in its preamble the six main aims of the Revolution: 
the elimination of imperialism; the abolition of feudalism; an 
end of monopolies and of the domination of capital over govern- 
ment; the creation of a strong army; the achievement of social 
justice; and the establishment of a ‘healthy democratic life*. The 
first article of the Constitution declared for the first time that 
Egypt was an Arab state and the Egyptian people ‘part of the 
Arab Nation*. Only in Article Three was Islam declared the 
state religion. 

Under the constitution the President became both chief of state 
and chief executive, on the American model. His office was for 
six years and he appointed his cabinet ministers. Future presidents 
were to be elected by majority vote of an elected legislature, the 
National Assembly, and the choice submitted for ratification by 
a popular referendum. 

The chief promise of greater political freedom or at least 
wider popular consultation lay in the National Assembly. All 
laws were to be approved by the Assembly which would have the 
right to over-ride the presidential veto, question ministers and 
remove them by a no-confidence vote. It could also impeach the 
President and ministers for high treason - if it dared. But the 
likelihood of these powers being boldly .exercised was limited by 
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other factors. There were to be no political parties of a normal 
parliamentary type. Candidates for election to the Assembly 
would be chosen by a nebulous ‘National Union’ representing 
all citizens and organized in a form which the President was to 
prescribe. The ‘National Union’ was destined to replace the 
‘Liberation Rally’, the regime’s first unsuccessful attempt at a 
mass political organization. The main purpose was said to be to 
exclude the former members of the old pre-revolutionary regime, 
variously described as ‘reactionaries’, feudalists and tools of 
imperialism. But it would also give Nasser an opportunity to 
exclude any other potential opponents, too. 

It was clear that the first assembly would be hand-picked. It 
was due to meet in November 1956, but its election was post- 
poned until the summer of 1957 because of the Suez crisis. There 
was some hope that an assembly of 350 members, however 
carefully selected, meeting in public session would in time have a 
certain effect on the political life of the country and that it might 
eventually show the courage to exert the powers given to it under 
the constitution. But, at least for the time being, until he could 
form an effective political organization of his own, Nasser con- 
tinued to rely on the Free Officers movement in the army as his 
ultimate source of power. In the new cabinet which he formed 
after the dissolution of the Revolutionary Council, he dropped 
two of his leading revolutionary associates, Gamal Salem and 
Anwar es-Sadat, but kept Amer and Zacharia Mohieddin 
in charge of the army and the police respectively. He also 
appointed dvilianized army officers to a number of key ad- 
ministrative and diplomatic posts. 

But even if the plebiscite which elected him had been complete- 
ly free and contested, there is little doubt that Nasser would have 
won an overwhelming majority as the man who had achieved the 
long dream of Egyptian nationalists and secured the withdrawal 
of all foreign troops. It was perhaps Nasser’s mistake not to have 
seized this opportunity to create a more solid constitutional base 
for his power by permitting a more truly democratic system and 
giving real life to the paper promises of the constitution. He 
revealed lata: that he had at that time been considering introduc- 
ing a two-party system. 56 
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Nasser’s relationship with the Egyptian public as he became 
President was a peculiar one. He did not touch spontaneous 
popular affection as General Neguib had done. In public he did 
not relax easily; his speeches were heavy, earnest and repetitive, 
awkward in style and laboured in delivery. He found it hard to 
communicate in public the passion which drove him or the 
sardonic humour that enlivened his personal relations. But he 
enjoyed great prestige in an aloof way. The average Egyptian 
seemed to accord him the reluctant admiration and slightly awed 
respect that schoolboys give to a vigorous and high-minded 
headmaster who is determined to ginger up the standards of the 
school. Among educated Egyptians the attitude towards Nasser 
varied from enthusiastic support to cynical acquiescence. Some, 
especially journalists and intellectuals, resented the heavy hand 
of military bureaucracy. Others suspected the sincerity of Nasser’s 
professions of a return to constitutional life or feared that his 
widening ambitions might lead Egypt into unwanted adventures 
and a dissipation of her resources. But even many of his critics 
gave Nasser credit for having ended the humilitating scandals of 
the old regime, launched desirable social reforms, stimulated new 
vigour and hope in the country, and devoted an immense and 
unflagging energy to the promotion of what he believed to be the 
public good rather than his private gain. In addition to the land 
reform, the anti-corruption drive and the departure of the British 
troops, the regime had some other positive achievements to 
show. It had begun to expand education and the welfare services, 
it had given greater encouragement to the spread of trades unions 
and cooperatives, though both remained under close government 
control. Its dissolution of the special religious courts which 
administered the Sharia or Islamic law, dealing with personal 
status, and the absorption of the Sharia and its administration 
into the normal civil legal system was a landmark in Egypt’s 
social life, after many years of hesitant change in that direction. 
Within the lirnited funds available for development, the regime 
had begun a government-backed industrialization programme. 
The pride of this programme were the £10 million iron and steel 
plant at Helwan, being built by a West German firm, and the 
hydro-electric power station on the Aswan Dam. But the greatest 
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hope lay in the Aswan High Dam. Negotiations about the 
financing of the Dam were still under way with the World Bank, 
Britain and the United States, while Russia hovered in the back- 
ground invitingly but not fully committed to help. 

Internationally, Nasser appeared to be in a strong position - 
at least on the surface. The Western ftpwers and Russia were 
competing to give him economic aid. Now that the Western 
attempt to extend the Baghdad Pact to other Arab countries 
had been abandoned for the time being, relations with Britain and 
France, though cool, were not openly hostile, except in press and 
propaganda. In Syria and Jordan, the political trend was in 
Egypt’s favour, though the general mood of the Arab world 
was quieter and less inclined to follow Egypt in adventure or 
upheaval. Moderate Arab opinion hoped for an end to the quar- 
rel between Nasser and the West. The main obstacle seemed to be 
the violence of anti-British propaganda from Cairo radio, includ- 
ing its encouragement of African nationalist rebellions, fuch as 
the Mau Mau in Kenya, and the suspicious hostility of the British 
press, which fed on each other. In May 1956, Nasser had re- 
ceived the British ambassador in the last attempt at reconciliation 
on either side before the Suez crisis. Trevelyan then argued that 
there was no longer any specific Anglo-Egyptian dispute. The last 
British troops were leaving Egypt and the Sudan was settled. So 
why not a period of quiet on both sides? Why shouldn’t Nasser 
follow Ataturk’s example and devote himself to reform at home V 7 
Nasser answered such exhortations with the claim that Egypt 
could not be indifferent to the area surrounding it and that his 
activity outside Egypt was mostly in reaction to the hostile 
moves of others. Trevelyan concluded that Nasser regarded 
himself as ‘the destined champion of Arab nationalism’ and was 
‘at heart still a revolutionary conspirator’. It was at this meeting 
that Nasser told the ambassador, ‘You cannot carry out a gun- 
boat policy against me as you could against Farouk. I have no 
throne, no hereditary position, no fortune.’ 58 

In his speech at the independence celebrations, Nasser was 
moderate in his usual references to imperialism and expressed 
the wish for better relations with Britain. The shadow of the 
conflict with Israel still loomed over all and the border remained 
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tense, but there was some hope that, with the backing of the 
Great Powers, the new cease-fire agreement negotiated by 
Hammarslcjdld might lead to a stabilization of the armistice. The 
Soviet Foreign Minister, Dmitri Shepilov, during his visit to 
Cairo for the independence celebrations and subsequently to 
Damascus, had made the most of the popularity won by the 
Soviet arms deal and had hinted at a new Russian offer to finance 
the High Dam. At the same time he had emphasized that Russia 
wanted to reduce international tensions in the Middle East and 
had refused to be drawn into any Russian commitment against 
Israel. Khrushchev himself, in an interview with the Egyptian 
newspaper Al Ahram, made it plain that the intensified Soviet 
wooing of the Arab states would be kept within Moscow’s new 
broad policy of ‘competitive but peaceful coexistence’ with the 
Western Powers. The competition would be primarily of an 
economic and propaganda kind, and Russia would avoid pro- 
vocative new diplomatic or military commitments. Over Israel, 
Khrushchev counselled patience to the Arabs and warned that 
Arab-Israeli hostilities held the danger of a third world war. 

Nasser listened to what Shepilov had to offer in the way of 
economic aid and also on 20 June received a flying visit from 
Eugene Black. He wanted the High Dam aid to come from the 
West so as to avoid a further heavy dependence on Russia which 
might endanger his policy of non-alignment. But he was still 
worried about the financial controls asked for by the West. He 
had reached an agreement with Black about these controls but 
its signature depended on Egypt’s also reaching agreement on the 
terms set out in British and American aides-mdmoires. Nasser had 
offered a revised version of the aides-mdmoires which seemed to 
the British ambassador to be unobjectionable. After some delay 
the British government approved most of the Egyptian revised 
version, but the State Department delayed its reply further 
because the Americans were reviewing their policy towards 
Egypt. Both the British and American ambassadors in Cairo 
urged their governments to keep the Dam offer open and to 
clinch it before Nasser went to Moscow. 59 

But there were already some ominous signs from Washington 
and London that the Americans and British might be less keen 



J90 The Egyptian Revolution 

on the project than before. Powerful groups in the Congress 
and the House of Commons were opposed to any aid for Egypt. 
Indeed, the British government was already considering with- 
drawing its loan offer for the Dam. This change flowed naturally 
from Eden's new but not yet public policy, crystallized by the 
Glubb episode, of treating Egypt under Nasser as an enemy rather 
than as a potential partner or even a neutral. 

Eden also invoked economic reasons - Britain’s own financial 
stringency and Egypt’s allegedly deteriorating financial position 
because of payments for the Soviet arms deliveries - but the 
main motive for refusing aid was political. Britain’s financial 
share in the Dam loan was, in any case, only £5 million. Eden 
was more concerned with the hostile activity of Egyptian agents 
and radio propaganda in Arab countries whose governments 
were friendly to Britain. In Iraq, Nuri es-Said was complaining 
that Nasser got more aid by bullying than he (Nuri) did by co- 
operating. 60 Similar complaints came from the Conservative 
back-benchers in the House of Commons. 

Selwyn Lloyd sounded out the State Department about the 
Dam and found they shared the British doubts. So in mid-July 
the British government decided to withdraw from the Dam 
project, though Eden ‘would have preferred to play this long 
and not to have forced the issue’. 61 The US Administration 
was itself already considering withdrawing its own Dam offer, 
for domestic as well as foreign policy reasons. The Congress 
was being difficult about the whole foreign aid programme and 
several strong lobbies had formed against aid to Egypt in par- 
ticular. The pro-Zionist lobby was tiying to persuade the 
Administration to press Egypt into lifting the ban on Israeli 
shipping through the Suez Canal. 62 The cotton lobby of the 
Southern States saw no good in lending money to Egypt to help 
it expand its cotton acreage while there was a huge cotton 
surplus in the United States. Then Nasser’s abrupt recognition of 
Peking had not only angered Dulles but also roused the pro- 
Chiang Kai-shek lobby. There was also a strong anti-neutralist 
trend in the Congress which was shared by Dulles himself. The 
Administration was under pressure to switch aid from neutralist 
or sometimes hostile states such as Egypt to their allies and friends. 
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Two other factors helped to tip the balance. The first and 
decisive factor in Dulles’s mind was the belief that the Russians 
had made a better offer to build the Dam and that Nasser was 
playing Moscow and Washington off against each other to 
squeeze out the best terms. Dulles thought the Russian offer 
was a bluff. By withdrawing the American offer he would be 
able to force the Russians to choose between backing down or 
investing in a project they could not afford. At the start of Soviet- 
Amcrican competition in aid throughout the Afro-Asian 
countries, this would be a resounding blow to Russian prospects. 
Nasser’s let-down would be a sharp lesson to other neutralists 
who thought that by playing both sides they could do better out 
of Washington than America’s ‘stalwart allies ’. 63 The second 
factor was the feeling that Egypt’s economic plight and her 
political attitudes were such that she might prove both a bottom- 
less and politically unrewarding pit for aid. The Western Powers 
might find themselves involved in a costly enterprise which could 
not fundamentally improve the Egyptian economy but which 
might earn them abuse rather than kudos because of the burden 
of cost it put on the Egyptians themselves . 64 This kind of cruel 
assessment was also to be heard among British Middle East 
experts, comparing the prospects for developments in Iraq and 
the lack of them in Egypt. It was equivalent to saying that 
twenty-three million Egyptians should be left to sink steadily 
deeper into destitution and despair instead of being helped to 
pull themselves out of it. 

The Egyptian ambassador in Washington, Dr Ahmed Hussein, 
himself an agrarian expert, had warned Nasser of the changing 
climate of American opinion. In mid-July Hussein returned to 
Cairo and persuaded Nasser to drop his counter-proposals, 
overcome his suspicions and take up the High Dam offer on the 
Western terms without delay. Nasser told Hussein that he 
believed the American and British governments had already 
decided not to go ahead with the project. However, he authorized 
Hussein to tell the Americans that he accepted their offer un- 
conditionally. At the same time he casually mentioned to the 
startled Hussein the possibility that if, as he expected, the 
Americans backed out, he might get the foreign exchange he 
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needed to build the Dam by nationalizing the Suez Canal Com- 
pany. 65 

The nationalization of the Canal Company had often been 
discussed in Egypt in past years, both publicly and inside the 
government. In 1954 the project had been re-examined by Nasser. 
He had rejected it in favour of negotiations to increase Egypt’s 
share of the foreign exchange earnings of the Canal during the 
period until the Company’s concession ended in 1968. It was 
almost inevitable that the concession would not then be renewed. 
The Canal was a deeply emotional national symbol, because 
of the sacrifices Egypt had made for its construction, the little 
profit it had brought her and the belief that it had paved the way 
for the British occupation. Nasser had therefore appointed a 
special group to study the operation of the Canal and prepare 
plans for taking over when the concession ran out. Meanwhile 
negotiations took place with the Canal Company in 1955 and 
1956 on plans for the development and widening of fhe Canal, 
on greater ‘Egyptianization’ of the company staff, and on the 
investment in Egypt of a greater proportion of the Canal Com- 
pany’s earnings. 

The Egyptian government had no shares in the Company - 
the 177,000 shares, forty-four per cent of the capital, originally 
subscribed by the Khedive Ismail had been sold in 1875 to the 
British government for £4 million. Half of the privately owned 
shares were in French hands. In 1955, Disraeli’s famous bargain 
of eighty years before earned Britain £3,300,000. The Egyptian 
government in the same year received £2,300,000 in taxes and 
other payments. But Nasser was more concerned about the fact 
that although the Canal Company was at least nominally an 
Egyptian company, most of its foreign exchange earnings were 
invested in Britain, France or America and did not contribute 
to Egypt’s balance of payments. On 10 June 1956, agreement 
was announced between the Egyptian government and the Canal 
Company to transfer over £20 million to investment in Egypt 
over the next seven years. A week earlier, the Egyptian govern- 
ment’s chief representative on the Suez Canal Board (the Com- 
pany had thirty-two directors of whom five were Egyptian, ten 
French, nine British, one Dutch and one American) had stated 
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that Egypt would not extend the Company’s ninety-nine-year 
concession when it expired in 1968. 

On 17 July Ahmed Hussein returned to the United States and 
announced to the press that Egypt intended to take up the West’s 
High Dam offer. He sought an early interview with Dulles to 
give him Nasser’s decision. Dulles kept him waiting until 19 July. 
Then in a short meeting at the State Department Dulles handed 
Hussein a statement announcing withdrawal of the American 
offer. Hussein's eloquent plea for reconsideration for the sake of 
better future relations between Egypt and the West was of no 
avail: the ambassador’s final desperate stratagem of invoking the 
prospect of an alternative offer from Russia pnly confirmed 
Dulles’s determination. 66 

Almost as soon as Hussein had taken leave of Dulles the 
American statement was in the hands of the press. Whether in- 
tentionally or not, its terms were harsh. (Dulles later claimed, in 
a letter to Eisenhower, that the statement had not been intended 
to be offensive.) 67 The reason it gave for the withdrawal decision 
were that the two necessary conditions - an agreement on the Nile 
Waters and the ability of Egypt to make enough resources avail- 
able for the Dam project - had not been fulfilled. But the im- 
pression conveyed was of the general weakness of Egypt’s 
economy and her lack of credit worthiness. There was an obvious 
underlying assumption that the other countries concerned with 
the Nile would probably never agree to the scheme, and that the 
whole High Dam project would never g^t off the drawing board. 
The only conciliatory note was an assurance that the United 
States hoped to maintain friendly relations with Egypt and 
remained ready to consider other economic development schemes, 
including other schemes for the Nile. 

It was the manner of the announcement and its wording rather 
than the fact of the American withdrawal itself which infuriated 
Nasser when he learned the news. He received the text when he 
arrived in the middle of the night at Cairo airport on his way back 
from a meeting in Briom in Yugoslavia with Nehru and Marshal 
Tito; Nehru had accompanied him back to Egypt. The timing of 
the American decision, when the three neutralist leaders were in 
conclave, also seemed significant and insulting. It is uncertain 
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whether Nasser discussed his riposte with Nehru the next day 
before the Indian prime minister flew on to Delhi. On 21 July he 
began to study seriously the possible nationalization of the Canal 
and to evaluate the international reaction it would cause. He 
concluded that it could be done without serious danger of military 
intervention from Britain, the country most likely to react 
violently because most affected. Before faking a final decision he 
discussed the plan with his cabinet. 

So on 23 July the decision was taken. The next day at a cere- 
mony at Mostarod, five miles outside Cairo, inaugurating a new 
oil refinery and the Suez-Cairo pipeline, Nasser made a coldly 
furious speech attacking the United States in which he said that 
he would give his answer to the High Dam action in two days 
time. He declared, 

When Washington shamelessly and without regard for the principles 
on which international relations should be based, and without any 
basis in truth, aims to cast doubt on the Egyptian economy then I 
turn to them and say, ‘You may die of your fury, for you will not be 
able to dominate us or to control our existence, for we know our 
way - the road of honour, freedom and pride ’. 68 

Just before he spoke, Nasser told the director of the Egyptian 
Petroleum Authority, Mahmoud Yunis, to prepare a plan to take 
over the operation of the Canal. Yunis was a former army 
engineer officer with a high reputation for efficiency. He or- 
ganized several small teams of soldiers, technicians and adminis- 
trators ready to take over the company’s headquarters in Ismailia 
and the other two chief control points of the Canal in Port Said 
at the northern end and Port Tewfik at the south. Troops were 
held in reserve in case of emergency or resistance. The teams were 
to seize physical control of the Company and ensure the continued 
operation of the Canal, as soon as the signal came from Nasser. 
The signal was to be the words ‘Ferdinand de Lesseps’ (the name 
of the builder of the Canal) in a broadcast speech by Nasser in 
Alexandria on the evening of 26 July. The greatest secrecy was 
observed. Only Yunis knew the full significance of the operation. 
The others in his teams received their orders in a sealed envelope 
to be opened only when they heard the codeword. Yunis autho- 
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rized any member of the group to shoot any other who refused to 
carry out the orders or tried to give away the secret. 69 

At 7.40 p.m. on 26 July, Nasser began his speech from a 
balcony overlooking the main Liberation Square in Alexandria 
to a crowd estimated at a quarter of a million. He spoke for two 
hours and forty minutes. It was one of the great speeches of his 
career, not only for its historic announcement but as a dramatic 
performance. It began slowly with a repetitive attack on Western 
imperialism for trying to maintain a sphere of influence in the 
Arab Middle East: Israel, military pacts and the control of arms 
supplies were means used by the West to dominate the policies 
of Egypt and other Arab countries. But Egypt, Nasser claimed, 
had established a free and independent policy which made her 
and the Arab nation a power to be reckoned with in the World. 
The days were gone when Egyptians waited round to take their 
orders from high commissioners and ambassadors. But still 

the imperialists want us to be their dependents and when they issued 
an order to respond to it. . . . They want us to hear their orders about 
Israel which they say exists as a matter of fact, and they say that they 
will pay money to the Arabs of Palestine. We have pride in Arabism 
and our land cannot be sold for money. They want us to give in to 
Israel on all points and forsake Palestine and our brothers in North 
Africa and to agree as the Security Council agreed, to the slaughter 
in Algeria. They want us to execute the policy dictated to us. Egypt has 
refused to do this and wants to have an independent personality. 

The nature of the speech, its angry defiance of the Western 
Powers and its uncharacteristic tone of colloquial and often 
humorous intimacy, the voice of a self-assured popular leader 
close to his audience, began to emerge more clearly when Nasser 
described how he had dealt with the special American envoy, 
George Allen, who had come to see him with a letter from the US 
government at the time of the Russian arms deal. Because he 
believed the letter to contain threats to Egypt, Nasser had said 
he would not accept it and if Allen came and tried to present the 
letter he would have him put out of his office. ‘I said I am not a 
professional prime minister but have become a prime minister as 
a result of a revolution. . . . They thought we were professional 
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politicians, but Egypt was able to protect her dignity and her 
prestige.’ 

The real leitmotiv of the speech soon appeared when Nasser 
stressed that economic independence was as important as political 
independence. He gave his version of the High Dam loan negotia- 
tions in the same intimate and picturesque detail and described 
how he had reached the conclusion that the conditions imposed 
by the World Bank and by British and the United States amounted 
to ‘a conspiracy to dominate our economic independence’. The 
withdrawal of the loan offer was intended ‘to punish Egypt be- 
cause she refused to stand on the side of military blocs’. 

They punish us by delaying the raising of our standard of living. . . . 
They claimed that we threatened their oil supplies but 1 said that we 
will not be the sphere of influence of any one. Wc have no objection 
to your legitimate economic interests. 

While he was talking to Eugene Black, the President of the 
World Bank, said Nasser, he had been reminded of ‘Ferdinand de 
Lesseps coming to Egypt in 1854 to persuade the Khedive Ismail 
to build and help finance the Suez Canal’. The mention of de 
Lesseps gave the signal to Mahmoud Yunis and his men waiting 
in the Canal Zone to begin the take-over of the Canal Company's 
installations. At the same time it served to introduce the main 
subject of the speech. 

As a result of de Lesseps’ persuasion of Ismail, said Nasser, the 
Suez Canal had been built by Egyptian labour - 120.000 Egyptian 
workers had died while digging it - and largely financed by 
Egypt. The Khedive Ismail had subscribed forty-four per cent 
of the shares and then had been virtually cheated out of them by 
the British government. As a result, out of the Canal’s annual 
revenue of $100 million (£E35 million) Egypt now received only 
$3 million (or £1 million). History would not be allowed to repeat 
itself ‘by treachery and deceit’. Egypt would build the High Dam 
herself and would pay for it out of the revenues of the Canal. She 
would collect the $100 million a year Canal revenue for her own 
benefit and would have no need to wait for the American aid 
which amounted to only $70 million. ‘Whenever a statement 
emanates from Washington, I will tell them “die of your fury”.’ 
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After reading the law nationalizing the Suez Canal Company, 
Nasser concluded, ‘At the moment, some of your brethren, the 
sons of Egypt, are now taking over the Egyptian Suez Canal 
Company, and directing it. We have taken this decision to restore 
part of the glories of the past and to safeguard our national 
dignity and pride.’ 



Chapter 7 

Suez and Sinai, July 1956-May 1957 


On 21 July after Nasser’s return to Cairo from Brioni, he had 
drawn up an ‘appreciation’, in staff officer style, of the likely 
international consequences of nationalizing the Suez Canal 
Company. Later Nasser gave slightly varying versions on different 
occasions of the contents of this document. 1 But the main gist of 
it was that he concluded that the strongest reaction would come 
from Britain. France, he thought, was too preoccupied with 
Algeria and she also disagreed with Britain over the Baghdad Pact 
and other matters in the Middle East. Britain was, however, un- 
likely to use force because of her relations with the other Arab 
states, the risk to her oil interests in the Middle East, and the effect 
on the already shaky position of sterling if the Canal were 
blocked. For the same reasons, Nasser thought, sh£ would 
certainly not ally herself with Israel. And even if the British were 
to contemplate using force, their military dispositions were such 
that they could not act for two or three months. By that time 
Nasser had a good chance of securing diplomatic settlement of 
the dispute or of benefiting from the creation of an international 
climate against a settlement by force. Nasser’s impression was 
that the United States would reject any use of force. He appears 
not to have considered seriously an attack on Egypt by Israel 
alone. 

Nasser said nothing concerning his predictions at the time 
about Russian reaction. There is no evidence to suggest that he 
asked for Soviet support before nationalizing the Canal Company, 
but he no doubt counted on - and received - Soviet diplomatic 
backing, particularly at the United Nations. 

Nasser was wrong in almost all his calculations, except his 
estimate of the American position. The world crisis over ‘Suez’ 
culminated in a jointly planned attack on Egypt by Britain, 
France and Israel. As he admitted years later, Nasser had under- 
estimated the extent of French bitterness over Algeria. 2 Nor did 
he realize the extent to which Eden had already come to regard 
him as a personal enemy and as a threat not only to Britain’s 
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interests and prestige in the Middle East but to her very national 
existence. In spite of his previous concern over Franco-Israeli 
military collaboration, Nasser did not foresee the opportunity the 
crisis would provide for the preventive war that had long been in 
Ben Gurion’s mind. This neglect of the Franco-Israeli combina- 
tion may have been partly the result of mental habit: for a 
decade, after the departure of the French from the Levant, 
Britain had been the main outside Power with which the Egyptians 
had had to deal in the Middle East, and Algeria, though a matter 
of keen sympathy, was still a far-off side show for the Middle East 
Arabs. 

Nasser’s analysis was another example of his failure to take 
into account Western emotions as well as interests in his political 
calculations. There was a paradox in his picture of the Western 
governments. He saw them as blinded by an outdated imperial 
outlook which led them to try to act beyond their strength. At the 
same time, he saw them still as Great Powers who could be ex- 
pected to act upon rational calculations of their interests, rather 
than in the emotional manner that was excusable in small nations 
struggling to assert their independence and dignity. A recurrent 
theme in Nasser’s interview and speeches is his puzzlement at 
Western, especially British, policy which seemed to him constant- 
ly to run counter to British interests and to surprise him by its 
irrationality. Perhaps because he had no first-hand experience of 
any Western European country or of public opinion and politics 
in Europe, he found it difficult to sense the emotional problems 
created by a decline of power and a changed position in the 
world. 

In any case, his own national problems, both material and 
moral, were so great as to be excusably obsessive. For Nasser, the 
nationalization of the Canal Company had two main purposes: 
to provide more foreign exchange for Egypt’s economic develop- 
ment; and to show that a poor, weak country would not accept 
continued degradation. 

Legally Nasser had a strong case. He could produce substantial 
evidence to support his contention that the Canal Company was 
an Egyptian company subject to Egyptian law. The Canal itself 
was, as he claimed, indisputably an inseparable part of Egyptian 
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territory. Tt was an established precedent in international law that 
a state could nationalize a private enterprise under its jurisdiction, 
provided it paid adequate compensation. Nasser had broken no 
agreement except the Company’s concession, which was not an 
international treaty but a contract between a private company 
and the Egyptian government. 

The legality of the nationalization of the Company as such was, 
in fact, scarcely questioned by the British and French govern- 
ments. The main legal argument employed by the Western 
Powers, on the initiative of Dulles, was a more sophisticated echo 
of a widespread public confusion between the Canal Company 
and the Canal itself. This argument was that the Canal Company 
was ‘an international agency’ with rights beyond its concession, 
the rights being rooted in the Constantinople Convention of 1888 
which guaranteed freedom of navigation through the Canal at all 
times. The convention, it was argued, set up a system of operating 
the Canal so as to ensure freedom of navigation, and the Canal 
Company was intended as its prime instrument. 3 The British had 
thought this argument flimsy, [t was easily demolished by Nasser 
who pointed out that there was no connexion between the opera- 
tion of the Canal and the obligations of the 1888 Convention: 
while the Company’s concession would in any case have ended 
and reverted to the Egyptian government in 1968, the Constan- 
tinople Convention, with no time limit, would have continued. 
The Suez Canal Company had never been at any time responsible 
for freedom of navigation through the Canal. This had been (at 
least since the British recognized Egypt’s sovereignty in 1922) 
legally the responsibility of the Egyptian government. 4 In prac- 
tice, also, since the departure of British troops from her soil, 
Egypt had been in sole physical control of the Canal; even while 
the British troops were there she had exercised this control. 
Egypt’s much criticized refusal of passage of Israeli shipping had 
taken place while British troops were in the Canal Zone. The 
only international treaty governing the Canal was the 1888 Con- 
vention and Egypt had reaffirmed her intention of observing it. 
This situation had in no way been changed, in the Egyptian view, 
by the nationalization of the Canal Company. The Egyptians 
argued that the stopping of Israeli ships was permitted to them 
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under the Convention since the Palestine armistice had not ended 
the state of war between Egypt and Israel. This argument had 
been rejected in the Security Council Resolution of 1951 which 
had called on Egypt to allow Israeli ships through the CanaL 
Nasser offered to take this question to the International Court 

Knowing themselves to be weak on the legal side, the British 
and French, especially the former, had some hopes of supporting 
their arguments for an international authority to control the 
Canal on technical and financial grounds. Only thus, they argued, 
could they be sure that the Canal would be operated efficiently 
and would neither break down under Egypt’s inexperienced 
management nor have its tolls raised excessively and its revenue 
exorbitantly milked for the development of the Egyptian economy. 
But Nasser was able to prove, when the British and French pilots 
of the Canal Company were withdrawn on 15 September, that 
Egypt could run the Canal efficiently without them. On the 
financial side, he offered to negotiate an agreement with the 
Canal-users on the fixing of tolls and on guarantees for the use of 
a fair share of the revenue for development. 5 But for the British 
and French governments the main issue was political: would 
control of the operation of the Canal enable Egypt to discrimin- 
ate against countries with whom she had political disputes by 
preventing or delaying the passage of their ships? Would she 
eventually, if Nasser succeeded in dominating the Arab oil 
countries, use her control of the Canal M ‘hold Western Europe 
to ransom’ - for either economic or political gain - by cutting off 
the supply of Middle East oil (half of Britain's oil imports passed 
through the Canal)? Tf Nasser were to succeed in his coup, would 
not this so increase his prestige that his will would eventually 
prevail in those Arab countries still friendly to Britain and where 
British oil interests were concentrated, such as Iraq, and also in 
Algeria where the French were struggling to maintain their 
authority against an Arab rebellion they believed to be supported 
and encouraged by Nasser? 

The British and French governments totally lacked confidence 
in Nasser’s word and feared that he was implacably hostile to their 
interests. They were interested in the legal, technical and financial 
arguments about the Canal only in so far as these provided a 
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public justification for their political aim of destroying Nasser’s 
influence in the Arab world or removing him from power al- 
together. In Eden’s view, the assertion of international control 
over the Canal was the test : this would both provide the necessary 
guarantees in place of Nasser’s suspect word and at the same time 
constitute probably a fatal personal defeat for Nasser. If this 
result could be achieved by negotiation, well and good; if not, 
then force must be used. 

It seemed obvious, however, that an international authority 
could not be maintained in the Canal area against the will of the 
Egyptians or without their active cooperation, unless the whole 
country were conquered. Yet this would simply revert to the days 
of the British occupation, a quagmire from which Britain had 
only just extricated herself through the 1954 Canal Zone agree- 
ment. The dangers and difficulties of this course were pointed out 
to Eden by Eisenhower in a letter on 31 July 1956. 6 Such a policy 
could be justified only on the assumption that Anglo-French 
military intervention would swiftly bring about the collapse of 
Nasser's regime and that an agreement could be then made with 
a successor government. Such a misreading of the political 
possibilities in Egypt was surprising in view' of the difficulty 
Britain had found over nearly forty years in finding an amenable 
Egyptian negotiating partner. It may be explained partly by the 
undue reliance of Eden on dubious sources of information in 
Egypt and partly by sheer wishful thinking. For on both sides in 
the dispute the driving force was emotion rather than logic. 

The withdrawal of the High Dam offer by Dulles had been 
widely interpreted, in the Arab world as elsewhere, as not merely 
an economic decision but as a deliberate blow at Nasser’s 
neutralism and his claims to political leadership in the Arab 
countries. Similarly, the nationalization of the Canal Company 
was at once understood as being not merely a means of gaining 
Egypt more foreign exchange but also as a deliberate challenge to 
Western claims to dominant political influence in the Middle 
East. It was the equivalent in the economic sphere of the Soviet 
arms deal in the military - a defiant move to break away from 
dependence on the West. Its manner was clearly intended to be as 
insulting to Western prestige as Nasser had conceived Dulles's 
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High Dam communique to be to the reputation of Egypt. In fact, 
the manner only concealed the underlying realities. Suez was only 
the coup de grdce to a system of military-political-economic con- 
trol of the Arab world by European Powers and Western capital- 
ism which was already hollow and crumbling away. 

Among the Egyptian and Arab publics, the news of Nasser’s 
move was received with a mixture of enthusiasm and apprehen- 
sion, for it was obvious that it would mean a showdown of some 
kind between Egypt and the Western Powers. Some anti-Nasser 
and pro-Western Arab leaders, chief among them Nuri es-Said of 
Iraq, while publicly approving, let the British government know 
secretly that they would be glad to see Nasser taught a lesson. 
Their inability to face their own public with such thoughts 
revealed the weakness of their own positions and their limited 
value as allies or advisers. Nuri and King Feisal of Iraq were 
dining in state at 10 Downing Street with Eden when the news of 
Nasser’s coup was received. Nuri, it is said, advised Eden to ‘hit 
him [Nasser] hard and hit him now’. 7 This advice was later 
repeated, but with the rider that Britain should not act with 
either France or Israel. 8 Eden needed little encouragement. His 
immediate reaction was that on the outcome of Nasser’s action 
would depend ‘whose authority would prevail’ in the Middle 
East ‘from Agadir to Karachi. ... In our judgment the eco- 
nomic life of Western Europe was threatened with disruption by 
the Egyptian seizure of the Canal.' 9 Britain could not tolerate 
having Nasser's ‘thumb on her windpipe’. Eden saw the Canal 
Company nationalization as one step in a vast programme of 
conquest by an ambitious dictator. This vision assumed night- 
mare proportions as the crisis wore on, until Eden saw Nasser not 
only dominating the Middle East but also setting out in league 
with Russia to control the destiny of all industrial Western 
Europe by cutting off the oil supplies. (The purpose of such a 
programme was not evident and could not be explained, except 
possibly as a belated revenge for the Crusades.) 10 In Eden’s mind, 
Nasser was like Hitler and the Canal was the Rhineland. He had 
to be stopped now, by force if necessary. The French prime 
minister, Guy Mollet, shared this view while Pineau used the 
Rhineland analogy early on in talking to the Americans. 11 But 
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the main French concern was with Algeria; and to a lesser extent 
with Israel. The French mistakenly saw Nasser as the* mainspring 
of the Algerian rebellion. They believed that if he succeeded in 
the Canal coup an Algerian settlement on the lines then envisaged 
by France would become impossible. 

Israel’s first reaction to the Suez coup was to keep quiet and let 
it be known that she did not consider the dispute between Egypt 
and the Western Powers over the Canal Company to be her affair. 
Ben Gurion later wrote that Israel was not opposed in principle 
to the nationalization. But he saw it as an ‘ominous’ occasion be- 
cause it ‘represented a new and alarming stage in the development 
of Nasser’s arrogant self-confidence which had been fortified in 
proportion to his build-up of Communist arms’. 12 

In the United States, Eisenhower from the outset considered 
the future of the Canal and the problem of Nasser’s influence in 
the Arab world as two separate issues, neither of which could be 
solved by rushing to war. Dulles’s action over the High D&m had 
been the first move towards ‘cutting Nasser down to size’ (a 
favourite phrase of American diplomats in private and of Ameri- 
can journalists in public at that time) by economic pressure and 
diplomatic isolation. Now Dulles, who was away in Peru when 
the Canal news broke, wanted to ‘play it long’, as Eden had 
originally wanted him to do over the High Dam. For the United 
States the Canal was far Jess important economically than for 
Britain and Europe. Eisenhower was not convinced by Eden’s 
panic picture of Nasser bringing European industry grinding to a 
halt. A study by American experts soon revealed that, by a 
combination of rerouting round the Cape and increasing supplies 
from the Western hemisphere, Western European oil supplies 
could be maintained. The cost, it was true, would be about 
1600 million (£215 million) a year, two-thirds of which would be 
for British oil imports. 13 This was burdensome but not catas- 
trophic. 

The most important points about the Suez Canal for the United 
States were that it should be operated efficiently and that n aviga- 
tion through it should be free to all nations in accordance with the 
1888 Convention. 14 The only possible justification for military 
intervention would be if traffic through the Canal were stopped, 
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either because the Egyptians could not make it work or because 
they were breaking the 1888 Convention. Even so, every means of 
peaceful settlement would have to be exhausted before resort to 
force. From his experience of the Panama Canal Eisenhower be- 
lieved that it would not be as difficult to operate the Suez Canal 
as the British and French, on the advice of the Canal Company, 
believed. He was supported in this view by Admiral Lardncr 
Burke, US Chief of Naval Operations. 15 

Dealing with Nasser’s influence was seen in Washington as a 
long-term process. The Canal was a bad issue on which to try to 
bring Nasser down because of its ‘colonialist’ associations: 
Egypt could count on widespread Arab and Afro-Asian sym- 
pathy as she faced the two old imperial Powers, Britain and 
France. But the American opposition to the use of force did not 
become publicly clear until some weeks after the crisis began. 
During the first period, the United States neither advocated force 
nor ruled it out. Dulles wanted to avoid encouraging the British 
and French to think they could go ahead with a policy of force 
with American support. On the other hand, he wished to keep the 
possibility of force open as a form of pressure on Nasser in the 
negotiations. The most important thing for him was to get 
negotiations going and to play for time: he knew that there were 
six weeks before the British and French would be ready to strike. 16 

At a meeting on the day after nationalization, the British 
Cabinet had approved Eden’s policy o; taking the Canal out of 
Nasser's control, by force if necessary, instructions were given to 
the chiefs of staff to prepare a military plan for the seizure of the 
Canal as soon as possible. Some 20,000 reservists were recalled, 
and troops, ships and aircraft despatched to the eastern Mediter- 
ranean ‘as a precautionary measure’. The Canal Company assets 
and the Egyptian sterling balances in London were frozen, and an 
arms embargo imposed. On 27 July Eden sent Eisenhower a long 
cable which the President found ‘disturbing’, informing him of 
the Cabinet decision. The immediate threat, Eden declared was 
to the oil supplies of Western Europe, a great part of which 

flowed through the Canal. Unless ‘we take a firm stand our 

influence and yours throughout the Middle East will, we are co- 
vinced, be finally destroyed’. ‘ My colleagues and I,’ Eden wrote. 
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‘are convinced that we must be ready in the last resort to use 
force to bring Nasser to his senses. . . . For our part we are 
prepared to do so.’ 17 

Eisenhower sent Robert Murphy of the State Department to 
London to try to delay any rash action until Dulles could be 
summoned back from Peru. Murphy found the British ministers 
in a bellicose mood, determined to fight rather than ‘sink to the 
status of the Netherlands’. 18 Dulles joined him on 1 August and 
at a meeting with Selwyn Lloyd, the British Foreign Secretary, 
and Pineau, the French Foreign Minister, agreement was reached 
on the principle of international control of the Canal. The 
ministers also agreed on an American proposal to call a con- 
ference in London on 16 August of the chief maritime Powers, 
the eight signatories of the 1888 Convention and the sixteen main 
users of the Canal (Israel was not invited and protested at her 
exclusion - the three Powers were in agreement at that stage to 
keep the Arab-Israeli dispute separate from the Canal question). 
Meanwhile, Eden in a statement to the House of Commons on 
30 July, had set out publicly his main requirement for a settle- 
ment: ‘No arrangements for the future of this great international 
waterway could be acceptable to Her Majesty’s Government 
which would leave it in the unfettered control of a single power 
which could, as recent events have shown, exploit it purely for 
purposes of national policy.’ 

There had in any case to be some weeks for talking, because 
the Anglo-French military planners found that, short of a risky 
operation by airborne troops alone, they could not mount an 
invasion of Egypt before 15 September. The date was later post- 
poned, first to 26 September and then to 5 November, a limit set 
by the American presidential election and by the Mediterranean 
weather. Because of lack of good harbours in Cyprus, the sea- 
borne invasion fleet would have to muster at Malta, six days from 
Egypt. At British suggestion, the landing would be preceded by a 
week or more of aerial bombardment and psychological warfare, 
in the hope apparently that the Egyptians might collapse or over- 
throw Nasser even before the invaders arrived. 19 

While the military preparations went ahead, invitations for the 
London Conference were sent out, together with a statement by 
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Britain, France and America, issued on 5 August, outlining their 
joint proposal for an international Canal authority. This proposal 
was later introduced by Dulles at the London conference and 
formed the basis of what became known as the Eighteen-Power 
proposals. Egypt and Greece (hostile to Britain over Cyprus and 
with many Greeks in Egypt) rejected the invitation. In a state- 
ment on 12 August Nasser gave his reasons. He rejected the 
thesis of the three Western Foreign Ministers on the ‘inter- 
national character’ of the Canal Company and the argument that 
it formed part of one system with the 1888 Convention. He de- 
clared that any attempt to confuse the Company and freedom of 
navigation was only intended to find an excuse for interfering in 
Egypt’s internal affairs. The proposal to set up an international 
authority for the Canal was ‘ nothing but a polite form of inter- 
national colonialism’. The invitation to the conference was issued 
under the threat of a ‘large scale international conspiracy to 
starve and terrorize the Egyptian people' by freezing their funds 
and mobilizing troops and warships against them. Finally Nasser 
stressed Egypt’s intention to guarantee freedom of navigation and 
proposed a conference of the signatories of the 1888 Convention 
and of Canal-users to reconsider the Convention. 

Nasser later revealed that he had at first been determined to 
accept the invitation to the London conference and attend in 
person, against the advice of his ministers and advisers who 
thought he would be insulted to no u^sful purpose. But Eden’s 
television interview in which the Brilisn prime minister had at- 
tacked Nasser’s ‘black record’ had convinced him there was no 
point in trying to negotiate with Eden round a table. 20 Instead of 
going himself, Nasser sent his chief political aide, Alv Sabry, to 
the London conference as an observer. Egypt’s point of view was in 
any case well defended in the conference by Russia and India. 

While the London conference was in progress, Nasser himself 
left Cairo for a few days’ rest and reflection to prepare himself for 
the critical days to come. From the moment of his fiery outburst at 
Alexandria, Nasser had behaved with circumspection in order to 
avoid any further provocation. His aim was to impress on the 
world that it was ‘business as usual’ at the Suez Canal despite the 
change of management. As in the negotiations over the Canal 
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Zone base, the crucial question was that of recognition, in fact as 
well as on paper, of Egyptian sovereignty. Nasser was from the 
beginning determined not to give up sovereignty and full control 
over the canal to anyone. This was his sticking point. Almost as 
important was the opportunity to increase Egypt's foreign ex- 
change resources from the Canal revenue. He was prepared to 
make an increasing range of concessions on other matters, 
technical and financial, provided they were on a basis of coopera- 
tion and not of outside control. Meanwhile his policy was to keep 
the Canal working and to avoid giving any excuse for military 
intervention. He reaffirmed on 31 July Egypt's intention of main- 
taining freedom of navigation in accordance with the Constan- 
tinople Convention. He began advertising for pilots to be trained 
to replace the British and French pilots in case they were with- 
drawn, and, possibly on the advice of India, he did not enforce 
his original threat to imprison those who stopped work. 21 He 
allowed those pilots who wished to leave to go, but tllfcy were 
asked by the old Company to stay on until further instructions 
were given to them. (There were 187 pilots from thirteen nations 
of whom fifty-six were French, fifty-two British and thirty-two 
Egyptian. Apart from a dozen Greeks, the rest were from other 
Western countries.) 22 

Nasser did not insist that all ships pay their Canal dues to the 
new Egyptian authority. When the British and French ordered 
their ship-owners not to pay dues to Egypt but into the accounts 
of the old Company in London or Paris, he continued to allow 
British and French ships to pass through the Canal. In spite of 
the threatening British and French troop movements and the 
freezing of Egyptian assets (perhaps also because of these actions), 
there was no molestation of British or French nationals in Egypt 
or interference with their property. The freezing of Egyptian 
assets in London, Paris and to a limited extent in the United 
States, deprived Egypt of the use of £1 10 million and $50 million 
and meant that Egypt had reserves of only some £4 million in free 
foreign exchange to finance her imports. 23 She was able to 
survive by restricting imports to the barest minimum, by obtaining 
credits from friendly countries, especially later from the Soviet 
Union for vital wheat imports, and by her increased foreign ex- 
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change earnings from the Canal. Despite the British and French 
boycott, some fifty-five per cent of the Canal dues were paid to 
Egypt, including those of American ships and of the large number 
of American-owned ships flying the Panamanian and Liberian 
flags of convenience. 

Militarily, Nasser had taken such precautions as he could. 
Egyptian army reserves had been called up, plans were made to 
develop the National Guard militia into an ‘Army of National 
Liberation', and troops were moved from Sinai (possibly half of 
the force usually there) into the Canal Zone. He tried to keep the 
border with Israel quiet. The fodayin were called off for the time 
being. In August there were only a few minor incidents along the 
Gaza Strip. Yet the border remained tense and dangerous. 24 

Nevertheless most of the game was still yet to play. The angry 
speeches made at the London Conference were further evidence, 
after the parliamentary debates and newspaper editorials in 
Britain and France, of the belligerent and emotional state of 
Western European opinion. 

The London Conference ended with eighteen of the Powers 
present adopting the Tripartite proposals drafted and introduced 
by Dulles. The Eighteen-Power Declaration* published on 23 
August embodied the principles of international control and 
management of the Canal to ensure its fair and efficient operation 
and, in the cant of the time, ‘to insulate it from the influence of 
the politics of any nation'. Operation o; the Canal would be en- 
trusted to an international board, on which Egypt would be 
represented, the other members being chosen with regard to use 
of the Canal, pattern of trade and geographical distribution. The 
declaration said that it recognized Egypt’s sovereign rights and 
proposed to guarantee her ‘a fair return’ for the use of the 
Canal. 25 A mission representing the c°-iteen Powers was ap- 
pointed to explain the proposals to Nasser, but was not em- 

*The eighteen Powers were Austialia, Denmark, Ethiopia, France, West 
Germany. Iran, Italy, Japan, the Netherlands, New Zealand, Norway, 
Pakistan, Portugal, Spain, Sweden, Turkey, the United Kingdom and the 
United States. 

The other four Powers at the Conference - Russia, Tndia, Indonesia and 
Ceylon - supported an Indian proposal for an international board with only 
advisory powers. 



210 The Egyptian Revolution 

powered to negotiate or discuss alternative proposals. It was 
headed by the Australian prime minister, Robert Menzies. 

It was already clear that Nasser would not accept proposals in- 
tended to remove the Canal from Egyptian control, whatever lip- 
service they might pay to Egyptian sovereignty. Moreover, the 
take-it-or-leave-it manner in which the proposals were to be 
presented against a background of gathering military forces - on 
28 August it was announced that French forces had joined 
British troops in Cyprus - gave the mission the air of an ulti- 
matum. It was, however, in Nasser’s interest to keep talking as 
long as possible and the mission had its first business meeting with 
Nasser in Cairo on 4 September. The Menzies talks were the only 
direct encounter between Nasser and a ‘Western’ statesman 
throughout the Suez crisis. Nasser and Menzies strikingly con- 
trasted the old imperial order and the new world of decolonized 
Afro-Asia. Though from a ‘new’ country, Menzies was a man of 
the old Empire, the British-centred white Commonwealth. He 
was red-faced, stout and sentimental, a lover of port, cricket and 
English ceremonial tradition. He was also a shrewd, fluent lawyer 
and politician. 

In a private letter to Eden, Menzies gave his personal impres- 
sions of Nasser. 

I was told that Nasser was a man of great personal charm who might 
beguile me into believing something foreign to my own thought. This 
is not so. He is in some ways quite a likeable fellow but so far from be- 
ing charming he is rather gauche, with some irritating mannerisms, such 
as rolling his eyes up to the ceiling when he is talking to you and pro- 
ducing a quick, quite evanescent grin when he can think of nothing 
else to do. I would say that he was a man of considerable but immature 
intelligence. He lacks training or experience in many of the things he 
is dealing with and is, therefore, awkward with them. He will occasion- 
ally use rather blustering expressions, but drops them very quickly if 
he finds them challenged in a good-humoured way. His logic does not 
travel very far. . . 26 

Ten years later, in his memoirs, Sir Robert Menzies produced 
a slightly mellower version of this encounter. 

In spite of some irritating mannerisms - and I suppose we all have 
some - I got the impression that we were dealing with a patriotic 
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Egyptian who had a strong sense of responsibility and of the gravity of 
the issue. Nasser was a man of imposing physical presence, obviously 
the master of his government, of much intelligence, but with some 
marks of immaturity and inevitable lack of experience. But he was 
impressive and clearly courageous. 27 

After five days of intermittent discussion and exchanges of 
letters, Nasser, as expected, rejected the Eighteen-Powerproposals. 
Menzies reported that he had tried and failed to persuade Nasser 
that the position of Egypt vis-a-vis the proposed international 
board to run the Canal would no more contravene Egyptian 
sovereignty than the position of a landlord receiving rent from a 
tenant would affect the landlord's ownership. 

The exchanges between Menzics and Nasser illustrate two 
cardinal points in the conflict between Western ideas of the 
Middle East and those of Nasser and the Arab nationalists, a 
misunderstanding of which Suez was the prime example. The 
first was the failure of most Western statesmen to understand the 
nature of the relationship they were trying to maintain or re- 
establish with Nasser and the Arabs; it was essentially a relation- 
ship of force rather than consent, and recognized as such by the 
weaker party, whatever the smooth verbal covering. While trying 
within the narrow limits of his 1 rief to be as accommodating as he 
could to Egyptian national pride, Menzies seemed to be genuine- 
ly surprised that Nasser did not accept his analogy of the land- 
lord and the tenant. Yet it was plain to any Egyptian that this was 
not a case of a landlord free to let his property and to choose his 
tenant and get the best rent he could, but rather an attempt at 
forceable requisitioning. Nor would it be a rent at the market 
rate: for Menzies regarded it as an unacceptable prospect that, 
if the Canal dues were left within Egypt’s sole control, there was 
‘the strong possibility that they would be i aised to the maximum 
that the traffic would bear This fear of ‘ blackmail which under- 
lay Eden’s nightmares not only about the Canal but about a 
Nasserite empire controlling Middle East oil, was really a fear 
that Nasser, like a trade-union leader or a skilful company 
financier, might be able to organize the Arabs to squeeze the 
maximum profit out of their unique combination of oil resources 
and geographic position on the world's communications 
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which were in fact the main assets available to these backward 
countries to finance their own development. Yet this was all 
according to the rules of Western capitalism. The British and 
French reaction, apart from the overtones of sentiment and 
pride, was that of nineteenth-century strike-breakers, upholding 
their 'company union’ leaders in Iraq and Algeria, and using 
armed force to deal with the militant radicals. At one point in 
his exchange with Dulles, the French Foreign Minister, Pineau, 
exclaimed despairingly that if Nasser succeeded in the Suez coup, 
the West would henceforward be dependent on ‘the goodwill of 
the Arabs’. Yet the plain fact was that, short of the power to 
dominate the Arab world over a long period by force, which 
Britain and France no longer possessed, the relationship of the 
two former imperial powers with Egypt and the Arabs was bound 
to be one based primarily on goodwill and common interest. The 
semi-monopolistic position of the Arabs in oil and communica- 
tions and their valuable strategic geography made it essential to 
cultivate their friendship if they could no longer be physically 
controlled. And, if the Arabs sought to exploit their position too 
ruthlessly, then prudence suggested that Western Europe’s best 
answer was not a military threat but the economic counter- 
measure of reducing its dependence on the Middle East oil and 
communications system by developing alternative sources and 
routes of supply. If the Arabs really wanted more money, self- 
interest would show them the limit to which they could apply a 
squeeze. To wealthy Western Europe this might be ‘blackmail’, 
to the poor of the Arab world it was a fair application of the 
West’s own market doctrines. 

But the second point the Menzies talks revealed was the in- 
ability of Nasser himself, like other Arab radicals, to find the 
language which would persuade the West of these underlying 
realities while at the same time promoting the confidence which 
would enable the British and French to put away their nightmare 
fears. For Nasser found it difficult to realize that the West was as 
full of historical ‘complexes’ as Egypt and the Arabs. Though the 
old relationship had broken down, neither side had been able to 
work out a mutually convincing new system for the partnership 
both needed. 
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In his letter finally rejecting the Eighteen-Power proposals, 
Nasser said that the system proposed was ‘bound to be con- 
sidered and treated by the people of Egypt as hostile, as infringing 
upon their rights and their sovereignty; all of which precludes 
real cooperation’. 

To keep the negotiations going, Nasser also offered his first 
concessions. Reaffirming Egypt’s intention to earmark an ade- 
quate percentage of the Canal revenues for development of the 
Canal, he declared that the Egyptian government was also ready 
‘to enter into a binding arrangement concerning the establish- 
ment of just and equitable tolls and charges’. 28 He also proposed 
in a memorandum issued on 10 September a new Suez conference 
not only to review the 1 888 Convention on freedom of navigation 
but also to discuss the development of the Canal to meet future 
shipping needs and the establishment of fair tolls and charges. As 
an immediate step, Nasser proposed the formation of a negotiat- 
ing body representing the Canal-users. These proposals were 
curtly dismissed by a British government spokesman. 

Eden had foreseen the failure of the Menzies mission and he 
and the French had already begun to prepare the next move. 
Nasser having, in Eden’s eyes, spurned a peaceful settlement, the 
next step would be to go to the Security Council to get the record 
straight before going to war. Dulles opposed recourse to the 
Security Council at this time. He feared that the British and 
French meant only to make a cover for war. Instead, he proposed 
a new plan of his own for an association of Canal-users, a kind of 
cooperative which would deal collectively with the Egyptian 
government. If necessary it would arrange to pilot its own ships 
through the Canal and collect dues from its members. Dulles 
conceived SCUA (Suez Canal-Users Association) as a means of 
negotiating with Egypt and of delaying ,‘he British and French 
resort to force. But Eden appears to have believed that Dulles 
meant SCUA to be an instrument of coercion against Egypt, 
which would in the last resort be backed by armed force. Even 
before the SCUA proposal was taken up and adopted at the 
second London Conference on Suez on 19 September, it had 
become clear that Eden was mistaken or had been deceived. 

On 12 September, Eden had alarmed (he Labour Opposition in 
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the House of Commons by a speech announcing the SCUA plan. 
He had implied that, if Egypt refused to cooperate with SCUA, 
then force would be used to take ships through the Canal. The 
previous day, as a result of a meeting between Eden and Mollet 
on 10 September, the Suez Canal Company had instructed 
British and French pilots still in Egypt to leave by IS September. 
Talk of war became more widespread in Western capitals. Bul- 
ganin, the Soviet premier, wrote a remonstrating letter to Eden. 
Nasser for the first time began to show real concern about the 
possibility of war. 29 

On 13 September the Egyptian ambassador in Washington in- 
formed Dulles that Egypt would regard any move by the pro- 
posed SCUA to force a way through the Canal as an act of 
aggression and she would resist it ‘even if it means national 
martyrdom’. 30 The same day Dulles told a press conference in 
answer to questions about SCUA that the United States had no 
intention of shooting a way through the Canal. If her ships were 
stopped she would send them round the Cape instead. Two days 
before, Eisenhower had declared at a press conference that the 
United States was not ‘going into any kind of military action 
under present conditions’ and ‘will not go to war while I am 
occupying my present post until the Congress is called into 
session and Congress declares such a war’. 31 

These American statements caused relief in Cairo and anger in 
London and Paris. It seemed as if the war threat might begin to 
recede. Tension remained high but gradually easing during the 
next ten days after the Canal Company pilots had been with- 
drawn, while the second London Suez conference on SCUA was 
held and until the British and French decided to take their case 
to the United Nations Security Council. 

On 15 September, the day the British and French pilots left, 
Nasser in a speech to Egyptian air force cadets at Bilbeis de- 
nounced SCUA as intended to rob Egypt of the Canal and 
deprive her of her rightful Canal dues. He affirmed Egypt's in- 
tention to resist threats or the use of force, in defence of her 
sovereignty and independence. ‘Those who attack Egypt will 
never leave Egypt alive. We shall fight a regular war, a total war, 
a guerrilla war. Those who attack Egypt will soon realize they 
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brought disaster upon themselves. He who attacks Egypt attacks 
the whole Arab world.’ This was Nasser’s most violent and defiant 
outburst since his nationalization speech at Alexandria. It may 
have been a reflection of his increased confidence that Egypt 
would not in fact have to fight. Or perhaps its tone was intended 
to raise the morale of his military audience and of the country at 
a time when outwardly Egypt appeared to be facing its worst 
crisis so far in grappling with the operation of the Canal without 
the British and French pilots. 

During the following week Egypt passed this crucial test. She 
demonstrated that she could run the Canal efficiently without the 
withdrawn pilots. The remaining Egyptian and Greek pilots, to- 
gether with new, hastily trained pilots recruited from Russia, 
Yugoslavia, Germany, the United States and the Scandinavian 
countries, under the supervision of the dynamic Mahmoud Yunis, 
worked extra shifts to keep the Canal open and took through 
more than the previous daily average of ships. 

Faced with the impending fiasco of SCUA and the failure of 
the withdrawal of the pilots to provide either a means of coercion 
or an excuse for intervention, Eden and Mollet seemed to have 
come to a point of decision : either they had to accept the possi- 
bility that Nasser might get aw ay with most of his gains or they 
would have to go to war without a convincing pretext and without 
the support of the United States. From Cairo it looked as if the 
worst was over. But unknown to Nasser - and at that time to 
Eden, too - a new element was entering the picture. The Arab- 
Israeli dispute, which all concerned had hitherto striven, at least 
in appearance, to keep separate from the Canal conflict, was be- 
coming involved in the crisis in two ways*, through Israel’s 
relations with France and through the situation in Jordan and 
Jordanian relations with Britain. 

From the beginning of the Suez crisis, the Director-General of 
the Israeli Defence Ministry, Shimon Peres, had been in close 
contact with French military and defence officials. (On 27 July 
France asked for and got agreement from America and Britain 
for the sale of twenty-four of her latest Mysore fighters to Israel - 
in fact she sent sixty.) Early in August they had begun to discuss 
informally the possibility of a concerted attack on Egypt. On 
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7 August France agreed to supply a large amount of military 
equipment to Israel to mount an attack. 32 By the beginning of 
September the military talks had become more formal and Israel 
knew the details of the Anglo-French military plans against 
Egypt. By the last week in September, Ben Gurion had given his 
agreement in principle to Israel’s participation in a joint operation. 
General Dayan, together with the new Foreign Minister, Mrs 
Golda Meir, who had replaced the too pacific Moshe Sharett, 
then flew to Paris with an arms shopping list. They came back 
with a promise of 100 Super-Sherman tanks, 200 large half-tracks, 
300 four-wheel-drive trucks, twenty tank transporters, 1,000 
bazookas and a squadron of transport planes. 33 

The original Israeli plan had been for a limited operation to 
destroy the fedayin bases in the Gaza Strip and the Egyptian 
army in Sinai and to seize and open the Straits of Tiran. It was to 
be a large-scale lightning raid or coup de main to be completed in 
four days after which most of the Israeli forces would withdraw. 
The Israeli army would concentrate the equivalent of three 
divisions first against the one Egyptian regular division and 
National Guard forces scattered through Sinai and then against 
the weak Palestinian division in the Gaza Strip. The Israelis con- 
vinced some of the French officers sent to Israel for talks that, in 
combination with this operation, France could herself, using only 
limited forces, easily seize Port Said or some other piece of 
Egyptian territory as a pledge or guarantee. 34 

To meet French wishes, Ben Gurion agreed to extend his 
original plan to include an Israeli expedition to the vicinity of 
the Suez Canal and hence the conquest of most of the Sinai 
Peninsula. By 2 October, Dayan was in a position to tell his 
General Staff to make preparations for a campaign along these 
lines. The campaign was to be launched within three weeks - 
although the Israeli government’s final decision had not yet been 
taken. For the French government, too, the plan was still officially 
only ‘the Israel hypothesis’, but on 10 October, Franco-Israeli 
staff agreements were signed in Paris and at a secret conference 
the details of French support for the Israeli operation were 
agreed upon. 33 

There is some doubt as to when precisely the British were told 
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of the Franco-Israeli negotiations. Eden may have had wind of 
the general idea by the end of August. 36 But it seems clear from 
the evidence of Anthony Nutting that the first serious discussion 
between Eden and the French of possible British participation in 
the Franco-Israeli plan occurred on 14 October, when two 
French emissaries, Albert Gazier, Minister of Labour and acting 
Foreign Minister in Pineau’s absence at the United Nations, and 
General Maurice Challe, deputy chief of staff, came secretly to 
see Eden at Chequers. 37 

In the meantime other important events had taken place which 
had a bearing on Eden's reaction to the French plan. The Second 
London Conference on Suez opened on 19 September and ended 
on 21 September with an agreement to set up SCUA. But it 
became more than ever clear that Dulles now conceived of 
SCUA as means of collective bargaining and cooperation with 
Egypt rather than as an instrument of coercion. Therefore, after 
the London conference, on 23 September, Britain and France 
referred the dispute to the Security Council, asking for a debate 
on 3 October, two days after the establishment of SCUA. The 
Security Council was also seized of the other aspect of the Middle 
East crisis through the report on Arab-Israeli frontier tensions 
submitted to it by Secretary General Hammarskjold, on 27 
September. 

The promises of peace given to Hammarskjold by Egypt, Israel 
and Jordan during his last Middle East visit on 19-23 July had, 
after a short lull, begun to break down. While the Egyptian- 
Israeli border remained fairly quiet there were more incidents on 
the Jordan frontier. Jordan was internally in political efferves- 
cence. King Hussein had dissolved the parliament on 26 June 
after it had voted to replace the Anglo-Jordan treaty by an agree- 
ment with Egypt and Syria. Elections we«e being prepared and 
the rival Arab camps - the Hashemites of Jordan and Iraq on 
the one side and the Egyptian-Syrian-Saudi Arabian alliance on 
the other - were competing to influence the outcome. Israel was 
also watching closely to ensure that there was no change in the 
military and political status quo in Jordan which might seriously 
affect her security. In the event of such an upset, which might 
come from, for example, the arrival in Jordan of troops from Iraq 
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or from other Arab countries, she had declared that she reserved 
the right to intervene. Her intervention would probably have 
taken the form of an occupation of Jordan's West Bank. 38 

On 10 September, the Israel army launched the first of four 
large-scale ‘reprisal’ raids of increasing strength against Jordan- 
ian army and police posts on the border. The later reprisals were 
also intended to divert attention from Israel’s plans to attack 
Egypt. They may also have been meant to put pressure on the 
British to agree to the attack on Egypt rather than face possible 
complications arising from the Anglo-Jordanian treaty. 

Eden was concerned about the possibility of British involve- 
ment in support of Jordan. He encouraged King Hussein to seek 
the support of Iraq and on 14 September Hussein went to Bagh- 
dad to confer with his cousin King Feisal. A week later Nasser 
flew to Saudi Arabia to confer with King Saud and President 
Shukri Kuwatly of Syria. Nasser and his allies repeated (Jieir long- 
standing offer of aid to Jordan to replace the British subsidy and 
proposed linking the Jordan army with the Egyptian-Syrian joint 
command. The offer was not then accepted because Hussein was 
negotiating for closer military coordination with Iraq. But 
Hussein's efforts failed. The despatch of Iraqi forces, after initial 
British encouragement, was held up by British hesitation and by 
Israeli threats. 

The day after Nasser had flown back to Cairo from Saudi 
Arabia (on 25 September), Israel launched her third assault on 
Jordan, killing thirty-nine Jordanians at the police fort of Husan. 
By now the attention of Ben Gurion and the Israel military 
leaders was already centred on Egypt, not Jordan, as their real 
target. But during the first half of October it still looked to the 
United Nations truce observers as if an Israeli attack was most 
likely to fall on Jordan. 39 This impression was increased when the 
Israelis made their fourth and heaviest raid on the Jordan 
frontier town of Qalqilya, killing some fifty Jordanians and losing 
eighteen dead themselves. 

While the Qalqilya raid may have served as a useful cover for 
the well-advanced Israeli preparations for an attack on Egypt, it 
was not divorced from the situation developing in Jordan. Its 
repercussions suggest that Eden, who had gone to Paris with Lloyd 
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for secret talks with Mollet and Pineau on 26 September, had not 
yet been told of the Franco-Israeli plans. For the reaction of 
Eden, perturbed by King Hussein’s call (unanswered) for British 
air support during the Qalqilya attack, was to cable Nuri es-Said 
to expedite the despatch of an Iraqi brigade to Jordan, in order 
to dissuade Hussein from turning to Nasser for support. 40 At the 
same time, Selwyn Lloyd condemned the Israeli action at the 
Security Council and reminded Israel of British obligations under 
the Anglo-Jordanian treaty. Nuri and Hussein agreed to the Iraq 
army move but the Israelis, through the French, protested that it 
would be a threat to them. Ben Gurion suspected that Eden’s 
move might be part of a British-Iraqi plan not merely to keep 
Jordan out of the Egyptian orbit but to bring about a general 
Arab-Israel settlement at Israel’s expense. 

According to Nutting, Eden was reluctant to call off the Iraqi 
moves completely, in spite of the French insistence on Israel’s 
behalf. It was for this reason that Mollet was forced at that stage, 
on 14 October, to take Eden into his confidence abo ut the Franco- 
fsraeli plans for attacking Egypt. Clearly it would not do for 
Britain to find herself defending Jordan against Israel when at the 
same time her ally France was supporting Israel against Egypt. 
There were other reasons why Mollet should broach the matter 
now. First, the Franco-Israeli plans were so well advanced that 
the time for putting them into operation was running out, if the 
Anglo-French target date of 6 November "’as to be kept. Secondly, 
the British were needed if the French promise to Israel of neutral- 
izing the Egyptian air force were to be fulfilled: only the British 
could provide bombers able to strike at Egypt’s airfields. Third, 
and perhaps most important, was Ben Gurion’s desire to make 
certain that the British would not back out at the last moment 
and double-cross him. Might they not use the occasion of an 
Israeli attack on Egypt to support Jordan and Iraq in a campaign 
to seize some Israeli territory? The best way of ensuring that he 
would not suddenly find the British as his opponents was to make 
certain they were involved on Israel’s side. 41 Finally, there was 
the fact that Eden was approaching the end of both his pretexts 
for taking military action and his reasons for postponing it. 
Dulles had finall y dashed his hopes of American support for a 
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policy of force and the dispute had already gone through the 
Security Council. The day after the formation of SCUA, the 
American Secretary of State, by now increasingly suspicious of 
British and French intentions to resort to war, had declared at a 
press conference that he was not aware of any ‘teeth’ in the 
SCUA plan. For the Americans, especially for Eisenhower, it 
was clear that Egypt's demonstrated ability to keep the Canal 
open, despite the withdrawal of the British and French pilots, had 
been a turning point; it removed the last valid reason for using 
force. In Eisenhower’s view, the West's quarrel with Nasser over 
his relations with Russia and his influence in other Arab countries 
were political problems requiring different treatment: they were 
part of the ‘long haul’ of the cold war. 42 

Eden dismissed Dulles’s plea for the efficacy of economic and 
moral pressure: ‘Nasser was unnegotiable', he declared, and 
further delay would simply enable him to consolidate bis prize 43 

In fact, in the Security Council proceedings which opened on 5 
October and in the private talks held between Selwyn Lloyd, 
Pineau and Mahmoud Fawzi in Hammarskjold’s office between 
10-12 October, the Egyptians showed themselves willing to 
negotiate. They were ready to compromise on virtually all aspects 
of the Canal except on the principle of their ultimate national as 
opposed to international control. Nasser appeared, however, to 
accept for the first time such a degree of organized participation 
by the users, in the settling of such matters as the level of tolls 
and the allocation of funds for maintenance and development, as 
could be considered a form of partnership between the Egyptian 
government and the users. 

In the private talks agreement was reached on what became 
known as the ‘Six Principles’. These were: 

1. Free and open passage through the Canal without any 
discrimination. 

2. Egyptian sovereignty to be respected. 

3. The operation of the Canal to be insulated from the politics 
of any country. 

4. Tolls to be fixed by agreement between Egypt and the 
users. 
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5. A fair proportion of the revenues to be allocated to develop- 
ment. 

6. Egypt and the old Suez Canal Company to accept arbitra- 
tion on unresolved questions between them. 

The two sides still disagreed about the methods of implement- 
ing these principles. Fawzi rejected the Anglo-French demand for 
an international board on the lines of the Eighteen-Power pro- 
posals, but he was ready to consider suggestions for ‘organized 
cooperation between an Egyptian authority and the users’. He 
was also prepared to accept a broadening of the 1888 Convention 
to include commitments about the question of maximum tolls, 
maintenance and development and reporting to the United 
Nations. 44 

Selwyn Lloyd thought that some progress had been made in 
the talks with Fawzi. But Eden was impatient. He instructed 
Lloyd to press for a Security Council vote on an Anglo-French 
resolution setting out the Six Principles but calling for implemen- 
tation through the Eighteen-Power proposals. Egypt accepted the 
first part of the resolution but not the second. In the vote on 13 
October the whole resolution won nine votes out of eleven in the 
Council but its second section ct implementation was vetoed by 
Russia. Despite the vote, Selwyn Lloyd and Fawzi remained in 
contact with Hammarskjold with a view to resuming negotiations 
in Geneva on 29 October. 45 

The Egyptian attitude at New York may have been only a 
‘conciliatory tactic’, as Nasser is reported to have told the Indian 
ambassador in Cairo at the time. 46 But Nasser was also under 
strong political pressure, from his friends and supporters, as well 
as some economic pressure from his opponents, to make a com- 
promise settlement. The Indians were urging him to be concilia- 
tory. The other Arab states were also anxious for a settlement. 
Nevertheless, after the Security Council vote, Eden could claim, 
publicly at least, that hope of peaceful redress through the United 
Nations had been blocked and so resort to force was justified. 
This situation and the tangle over Jordan formed the setting when 
the French envoys, Gazier and Challe, arrived on their secret visit 
to Chequers on 14 October. The two Frenchmen did not beat 
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about the bush. After appealing once more for the British to stop 
any Iraqi troop movements into Jordan, Gazier asked what the 
British reaction would be if Israel were to attack Egypt. According 
to Nutting, who was present, Eden ‘replied with a half laugh that 
he could hardly see himself fighting for Colonel Nasser’. 47 Challe 
then outlined a plan by which Britain and France could seize 
control of the Suez Canal in concert with an Israeli attack across 
the Sinai Peninsula. Israel would be given time to capture most of 
Sinai; the British and French would then order both Israel and 
Egypt to withdraw their forces from the Canal so as to enable an 
Anglo-French force to occupy the Canal and separate the com- 
batants. 48 Eden agreed to let the French government know his 
views on the plan as soon as possible. 

Nutting says that from Eden’s remarks after the meeting he 
knew that the British prime minister had already made up his 
mind to cooperate in the French plan. At a meeting pf British 
ministers on the morning of 16 October Nutting urged in vain the 
obvious objections to the French plan - the damage it would 
cause to British oil and other interests in the Arab countries, the 
fact that it would be a breach of the UN Charter, the inevitable 
American opposition it would arouse and the division it would 
create in the Commonwealth. Lloyd, urgently recalled by Eden 
from New York, told Nutting on arrival that he disapproved of 
the plan, but he was won over by Eden. That same afternoon, 
Eden and Lloyd flew to Paris for secret talks with Mollet and 
Pineau. On their return Lloyd told Nutting that Eden had fully 
endorsed the French plan and that there would be further talks 
in Paris between the French and Israelis. 49 According to one well- 
informed French source, Eden later showed signs of changing his 
mind under American pressure, but eventually confirmed his 
decision to go ahead when the French and the Israelis threatened 
to carry out the plan without the British. 50 

Ben Gurion himself, accompanied by Dayan and other Israeli 
leaders, arrived in France secretly by air at dawn on 22 October to 
conduct the final negotiations with Mollet and Pineau. These are 
believed to have taken place either at a private villa at S&vres, a 
Paris suburb near the military airfield at Villacoublay, or initially 
in an unused airfield building. Selwyn Lloyd came from London 
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to take part in the first day of the talks, together with a senior 
Foreign Office official, said to have been Mr (now Sir) Patrick 
Dean, who stayed on to draft and sign on 25 October the still 
officially non-existent ‘Treaty of Sevres’ between Britain, France 
and Israel. 

The agreement provided that Israel would attack through 
Sinai on the evening of 29 October. The attack would begin with 
a paratroop drop near the east bank of the Suez Canal. An 
announcement broadcast by Israel that her units were at the 
approaches to the Canal would be the signal for Britain and 
France to deliver an ultimatum to Israel and Egypt calling on 
each side to withdraw its forces ten miles from either side of the 
Canal and to allow an Anglo-French force to move in. The pre- 
sumed Egyptian rejection of the ultimatum would lead to an im- 
mediate British bombardment of the Egyptian airfields. The 
bombing would continue daily until British and French troops 
had landed at Port Said six days later, first by air and then from 
the sea, and occupied the Canal Zone. 51 The British and French 
would simply put into effect the military plans they had already 
worked out for the occupation of the Canal Zone. 

Immediately the agreement was concluded, Israel began 
mobilizing. On 28 October Ber Gurion won the support of the 
majority of his cabinet and also of the Israeli opposition leaders 
for the plan. More French arms and equipment continued to pour 
into Israel. The French planes, pilots and warships that were to 
provide Israel’s air umbrella and naval protection took up their 
stations. The impression given to the Israeli public, to deceive 
the rest of the world, was that the military preparations were 
connected with the situation in Jordan. 52 The Jordanian develop- 
ments indeed provided an excellent cover. On 21 October the 
pro-Egyptian nationalist groups in Jordan had won the parlia- 
mentary elections. Nuri es-Said, warned off by Eden after the 
Chequers meeting, had not sent any Iraqi troops into Jordan. 
Instead, on 25 October, the Jordan government decided to join 
the Egyptian-Syrian joint military command and so to put 
Jordanian forces under an Egyptian commander-in-chief in time 
of war. 

After the decisive Paris meeting between Eden and Mollet on 
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16 October, the Americans had ceased to receive information 
through the usual military channels from their allies. Eisenhower 
thought that Israel might be planning to seize the west bank of 
the Jordan since the Jordan state seemed to be in danger of 
disintegration. He sent several personal messages to Ben Gurion 
asking him to show restraint and warning him not to count on the 
paralysis of the US government by the impending presidential 
elections. 53 In his second message Eisenhower spoke of consulting 
Britain and France, co-signatories of the Tripartite Declaration. 
This evoked from Dayan the dry comment in his diary: 

From both his signals it is apparent that he [Eisenhower] thinks the 
imminent conflict is likely to erupt between Israel and Jordan and that 
Britain and France will cooperate with him in preventing this. How 
uninformed he is of the situation! In all its aspects the reality is the 
reverse of his assumptions . 54 

Lulled by the apparent intention of Britain, France and Egypt 
to continue the negotiations on the Canal begun in New York, in- 
creasingly preoccupied by the final phase of the presidential 
election campaign and by the developing Polish and Hungarian 
revolutions against the Russians, Eisenhower, with all the vast 
intelligence resources at his disposal, appears not to have sus- 
pected a joint Israeli-French-British attack on Egypt. Neither 
did Nasser. He had confidently ruled out such a combination of 
forces because it appeared to be so obviously contrary to British 
interests in the Middle East. He may have feared that the 
British, alone or with the French, might still attack - he told 
a British journalist, Tom Little, in mid-October that he thought 
no compromise with Britain was now possible because ‘Sir Eden 
intends to attack me and there is nothing I can do about it’. 
When Little suggested that Egypt could not hold out against 
Anglo-French forces, Nasser is reported to have said, ‘But I do 
not intend to fight them. I intend to stand back and wait for 
world opinion to save me.’ 55 

Even after Ben Gurion’s speech to the Knesset on 1 7 October, 
which named Egypt as Israel’s main enemy, and after the Israeli 
mobilization, Nasser still did not strengthen his forces facing 
Israel. He did not reverse the decision he had made at the begin- 
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ning of the crisis to withdraw a good part of his army from Sinai 
to guard the Canal Zone and the Delta against what he saw as the 
main threat from Britain and France. Of her total army strength 
of 90,000, Egypt was estimated to have usually some 60,000 troops 
in Sinai and the Gaza Strip, composed of four divisions and an 
armoured brigade. During August and September, Nasser had 
withdrawn two divisions and the armoured brigade to the west of 
the Canal. 

Most of the remaining Egyptian forces were concentrated in 
the northern part of Sinai in defensive positions based on the tri- 
angle formed by Rafah (on the southern edge of the Gaza Strip), 
El Arish, farther west along the Sinai coast, and Qusseima in the 
south. The other main road farther south across Sinai to Ismailia 
was defended by the strong point of Abu Agheila. The Gaza Strip - 
which was virtually indefensible once the loss of Rafah cut its 
communications with Egypt - was garrisoned by about 5,000 
troops, most of whom were Palestinian or National Guard units. 

South of Qusseima in the vast desert expanses of Sinai, the 
frontier and the desert tracks were held by posts and patrols of 
about 1,500 men of the lightly armed motorized Frontier Force. 
At Sharm esh-Sheikh on the southernmost tip of the peninsula, 
covering the entrance to the Gulf of Aqaba through the Tiran 
Straits, there was an Egyptian garrison of about 1,200 men, mostly 
reserve units and National Guard, and batteries of coastal guns. 

Egypt’s armoured forces in the Sir.ai and the Gaza Strip 
consisted of some 100 Sherman and Soviet T34 tanks and fifty 
Archer self-propelled anti-tank guns. 

According to Israeli estimates Egypt’s operational air force 
then consisted of fifty-seven jet fighters (thirty Migs, fifteen 
Vampires and twelve Meteors), twelve Uvushin bombers and sixty 
transport planes. 56 Only part of this force was used in the Sinai 
battles. Nasser kept the rest back in the early stages and then had 
them flown out of the country. 

Against these Egyptian forces, Israel used six infantry brigades, 
a paratroop brigade and three armoured brigades (about 45,000 
men) including some 300 Sherman, Super-Sherman and French 
AMX tanks. The Israeli air force had an operational strength of 
fifty-three jet fighters (composed of sixteen Mysteres, twenty-two 



' 226 The Egyptian Revolution 

Ouragans and fifteen Meteors) plus sixty-four piston-engined 
planes and nineteen transports. 57 

Thus the Israelis at first had the edge in numbers and armour 
while French air support (from sixty jet fighters) gave them an 
advantage there too. 

The Sinai campaign included some remarkable feats of arms by 
the Israel army and revealed some lamentable weaknesses in the 
Egyptian forces, especially the officer corps. But it was not quite 
the swift and humiliating rout of superior but unresisting Egyp- 
tian forces that some contemporary accounts made it out to be. 
It is clear from later, franker and better informed versions in- 
cluding that of General Dayan himself, that there were several 
hard-fought engagements. The Egyptians showed themselves 
strong in static defence and weak in mobility and counter-attack. 
These accounts also showed that the intervention of the British 
and French air forces and the threat of Anglo-French landings 
played an important part in the speed and manner of tHb Egyptian 
defeat and so probably helped at least to minimize Israeli casual- 
ties. 

The Israeli attack on Egypt began at five o'clock on the after- 
noon of Monday, 29 October 1 956, when 398 paratroopers of the 
airborne brigade were dropped at the eastern end of the Mitla 
Pass, about forty miles east of the southern end of the Suez 
Canal. This was the force whose descent, publicly announced over 
the radio, was to provide the ‘military threat to the Canal’ and so 
the pretext for Anglo-French intervention. At the same time, 
Israeli army forces crossed the frontier into southern Sinai at three 
points and quickly over-ran a series of small Egyptian border 
posts. One brigade moved from Eilat at the head of the Gulf of 
Aqaba and seized the small post of Ras cn-Nakcb, eight miles in- 
side the Egyptian border. From here it was later to advance 
down the rough desert tracks along the coast of the Gulf to 
assault Sharm esh-Sheikh, as soon as the Egyptian air force was 
no longer a threat. The rest of the airborne brigade crossed the 
frontier at Kuntilla to advance across southern Sinai and link up 
with the paratroops at the Mitla Pass. It captured two Egyptian 
posts at Thamad and Nakhl and its advance units linked up with 
the paratroopers at Mitla by six o'clock on the evening of 30 
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October. The third thrust by an infantry brigade supported by an 
armoured brigade was across the frontier at Sabha to attack 
Qusseima, the southern outpost of the main Egyptian defensive 
positions in northern Sinai. Thamad and Nakhl were quickly 
seized, though not without resistance which cost the Egyptians 
nearly 100 dead; for part of the Qusseima position there was a 
stiffer engagement lasting for three hours before it was occupied. 
Dayan’s plan to conceal his main attack until the following day, 
was almost wrecked by the premature advance of the armoured 
brigade in this thrust through Qusseima to the outskirts of the 
Abu Agheila strong-points. By this time, in any case, not only 
Nasser and the Egyptian command, but indeed the whole world 
had become fully alerted. 

At first, however, the Egyptians had been taken by surprise. 
Their commander-in-chicf. General Amer, was away on a visit to 
Syria and Jordan to discuss the decision of these countries to form 
a joint command with Egypt. As soon as Nasser received news 
that evening of the Kuntilla attack and the air drop at Mitla, he 
alerted all the armed forces. He at once sent reinforcements to 
Mitla and instructed two infantry brigades and an armoured 
brigade to be ready to move into Sinai along the central and 
coastal roads, where the Egyptians expected the main Israeli thrust 
to come. The Egyptian «.ir foice was slow to react but the next 
day it flew fifty sorties and a hundred the day after, mostly in 
ground attacks on Israeli troops. B / midnight it was clear that the 
Israeli operation was more than a .aid. Nasser ordered the alerted 
reinforcements to move across the Canal, thus increasing his 
forces in Sinai by some 10,000 men and by a mixed force of tanks 
and other armoured vehicles. 

The Syrian army asked to join in the war but Nasser advised 
them to stay out for the time being. He did not want, he later 
claimed, to give Israel an opportunity to open another front or 
to enable the British and French to invade Syria and other Arab 
countries. According lo Nasser, no other Arab state except Syria 
offered more than moral support. Throughout the next week’s 
fighting, first against the Israelis and then against the British and 
French, the Egyptian forces stood alone. 38 Nasser also said that 
the Arab states did not join the battle because he warned them 
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not to. Nevertheless Cairo radio broadcast appeals for support 
from the Arab peoples. If the struggle had remained one with 
Israel alone, perhaps the Arab states might later have been called 
by Nasser to join in. But by the evening of 30 October a new situa- 
tion had developed: the conflict had broadened into an inter- 
national crisis. That afternoon, Eden and Mollet, after a final 
consultation in London, had issued their prepared ultimatum to 
Israel and Egypt to withdraw their forces ten miles back from the 
Suez Canal and permit the occupation of key points in the Canal 
Zone by British and French troops. They claimed to be acting to 
* separate the combatants’ and ensure the security of the Canal. 
Egypt and Israel were given twelve hours in which to reply. Israel 
accepted and Egypt, as expected, refused. Nasser immediately 
saw that compliance would have penalized Egypt, which was 
being attacked, and favoured Israel which was the attacker. 
Egypt would have had to withdraw her forces over 100 miles, 
leaving the Israelis to advance and occupy most of Sinai without 
resistance and permitting the British and French to occupy the 
Canal Zone, both areas part of Egyptian territory. 

Nasser received the British ambassador. Sir Humphrey Trevel- 
yan, at nine o’clock that evening to give him Egypt’s reply. Nasser 
told Trevelyan that Egypt would fight but gave him a promise to 
protect the lives and property of British subjects in Egypt. The 
promise was honoured even after British bombs began to fall on 
Egypt and British troops invaded the country. A number of 
British people were interned, for their own safety and for security 
reasons. They included British journalists and the 400 British 
civilians working at the Canal Zone military base which the 
Egyptian army took over completely. They were well looked 
after. It was not until weeks later, when Nasser was trying to 
hasten the departure of British and French troops in accordance 
with United Nations resolutions, that he began to expel British 
and French subjects from Egypt and to sequestrate their property. 

The news of the ultimatum, which had been carefully concealed 
earlier that day from the United States government by its British 
and French allies, was announced just as the United Nations 
Security Council was preparing to meet, at the urgent summons of 
the American delegate, to discuss the Israeli attack. An American 



Suez and Sinai 229 

resolution was tabled calling for an immediate Israeli withdrawal 
behind the armistice lines. It urged all member states to refrain 
from the use of force or threat of force in the area and to deny any 
help to Israel. It was vetoed by Britain and France. A similar 
Soviet resolution was also vetoed. A resolution was then put 
forward by Yugoslavia calling for a special emergency session of 
the General Assembly, under the ‘Uniting for Peace* procedure 
designed to circumvent the veto. It was approved by the Security 
Council on 31 October by seven votes to four. 

Nasser appears to have thought at first that the Anglo-French 
ultimatum was a bluff intended to help Israel by pinning down 
substantial Egyptian forces in the Canal Zone to meet the possible 
threat of intervention. 59 For the time being he did not change his 
military dispositions. He neither sent more reinforcements to 
Sinai nor recalled those already on their way. But he kept part of 
his air force out of the Sinai battle to meet the new threat. It was 
not until the British air attacks began the next evening, at 6 p.m. 
on 31 October, twelve hours after the ultimatum had expired, 
that he was sure that the Anglo-French threat was serious. 

Nasser was now faced with a situation of the utmost danger and 
complexity. In addition to what was obviously a formidable 
Israeli offensive, which even all Egypt’s available resources might 
not be sufficicn.. to check, he was facing attack by two major 
European powers with vastly superior forces. In conventional 
military terms there was little he could do for long against such a 
combination. But he did not lose ? *is nerve. As the crisis unfolded, 
he displayed both the strength of his own character and of his 
position in Egypt. Totally dominating his colleagues, he coolly 
manipulated the many strands of an intricate international situa- 
tion and at the same time took bold military decisions. He showed 
the qualities which distinguished him as a leader from the lesser 
men around him: his intelligence >n<i moral courage; a broad and 
quick grasp of essentials and concentration on them; a fine sense 
of political timing; a capacity to command and be obeyed. 

His first thought was whether the morale of the Egyptian public 
might not crack under the British bombing. When from his house 
Nasser heard the Canberra jets and the bombs exploding on the 
outskirts of Cairo, at the A1 Maza airfield, he drove out through 
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the streets of the blacked-out capital to the Presidency to get the 
feel of the city. He was reassured by the crowds who shouted to 
him, 'We shall fight, we shall fight’. He felt he could count on 
popular support in organizing Egyptian resistance. 60 

After British bombs put the Cairo radio transmitter out of 
action, he went to the A1 Azhar mosque, a traditional rallying 
centre for patriotic sentiment, to make a fighting speech. When 
he heard that a group of former politicians and leading business- 
men were considering coming as a deputation to urge him to 
compromise with the Anglo-French demands, he threatened that 
anyone who came to talk of surrender would be shot on the spot 
in the presidency garden. 61 

After reassuring himself about national morale, the next essen- 
tial was to save what he could of the Egyptian forces in Sinai. If 
the British and French landed in the Canal Zone, any Egyptian 
troops still in Sinai or Gaza would be completely cut off. 62 More- 
over, if any territory had to be sacrificed temporarily it was better 
it should be the empty Sinai desert, than any of the rest of Egypt, 
especially the Delta and the Canal Zone, the populated heart of 
the country. The British and French could in the long run be 
checked only by a combination of diplomacy and guerrilla action. 
But every weapon and soldier that could be brought back across 
the Canal would help in this political-military conflict. 

The international reaction to the Anglo-French intervention 
showed Nasser that Egypt had powerful political support, from 
both the United States and the Soviet Union as well as from the 
Arab world and the Afro-Asian countries. Nasser was neverthe- 
less cautious in his dealings with the Russians at this time. He 
wished to avoid offending the United States, especially as from 1 
November onwards Russia was herself engaged in crushing the 
Hungarian Revolution. Even in Britain Eden's action aroused 
bitter opposition in parliament and in the press; public opinion 
was deeply divided and already there were open accusations of 
'collusion’ with Israel. Abroad, Eden was facing increasing pres- 
sure from the United States and the Commonwealth as well as the 
United Nations. 

But Nasser realized that all these assets might still crumble 
away to nothing but words in the face of a military fait accompli , 
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unless Egypt herself resisted as best she could. If her regular armed 
forces were overwhelmed, as they were likely to be, she had to be 
prepared for a guerrilla war and to be ready to play her only other 
trump card of blocking the Canal. Nasser ordered blockships, 
which had been held ready, to be sunk in the Canal. Forty-seven 
were sunk in the next forty-eight hours. By 1 November, the 
Canal was closed. The other main channel for Middle Eastern oil 
supplies to Britain and France was blocked two days later when 
Syrian army engineers blew up three pumping-stations on the 
1PC pipeline that crosses Syria from Iraq to the Mediterranean. 
Tn support of Egypt, Saudi Arabia banned oil shipments to 
Britain and France. Eden’s action had thus brought on the very 
nightmare of disrupted oil supplies that he had dreaded. 

Nasser also authorized the issue of 400,000 rifles to civilians 
for the formation of popular resistance groups. That evening (31 
October) Nasser ordered a general withdrawal of all Egyptian 
forces from Sinai. The forces in the Gaza Strip were told to sur- 
render at a suitable moment to avoid casualties to the large 
civilian population there. In the event, part of the Gaza Strip 
garrison, the Palestinian brigade at Khan Yunis, refused to sur- 
render and was overwhelmed by an Israeli attack with tanks and 
aircraft. Such was also the fate of the garrison of Sharm esh- 
Sheikh whose commander decided to fight on when it became 
obvious that his force could not be evacuated. 

Nasser is said to have had to threaten to resign in order to get 
the army chiefs to agree to his orders to withdraw. By that time 
the Sinai battles had entered a new and critical stage. The Israelis 
had begun their assault on the main Egyptian positions at Abu 
Agheila and at Rafah : they had also become unintentionally in- 
volved in a fierce battle at the Mitla Pass. At Abu Agheila, the 
Israeli armoured brigade coming from Qusseima broke through 
the outer defences from the south and west. Together with a new 
thrust by an infantry brigade from El Auja, it had almost en- 
circled the two main Egyptian redoubts, Um Katef and Um 
Shihan, but the Egyptians in these two positions held firm and 
drove back repeated Israeli attacks on them. An attempt by an 
Egyptian tank force from El Arish to relieve Abu Agheila by a 
counter-attack was driven off. The Egyptian infantry and 
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armoured units which were sent along the coastal road to rein- 
force El Arish and along the central road to join the battles at 
either Abu Agheila or Mitla had been held up by Israeli air 
attacks in which French planes were now joining. A French 
cruiser also joined that night in the bombardment of the Egyptian 
positions at Rafah as preparation for the Israeli attack there. 
Another French warship, the frigate Kersaint , had taken part in 
the crippling and capture of the Egyptian destroyer Ibrahim el 
Auwal off Haifa early on 31 October even before the Anglo- 
French ultimatum expired. 63 

At the Mitla Pass, the Israeli paratroop commander, contrary 
to orders from Dayan not to seek battle, had on 31 October 
decided to try to occupy the pass, a narrow mountain defile with 
steep sides. The paratroop column found itself trapped by heavy 
fire from Egyptians in caves along the sides of the defile and on 
the surrounding heights. The battle lasted for seven hours before 
the Egyptian positions were stormed. The admitted Israeli losses 
were thirty-eight killed and 120 wounded, as well as a number of 
vehicles. The Israelis claimed 150 Egyptian dead. The rest of the 
Egyptian force, of battalion strength, withdrew under cover of 
darkness. 64 

In New York, an emergency General Assembly of the United 
Nations met on 1 November and at 3 a.m. on 2 November passed 
an American resolution calling for an immediate cease-fire, for 
withdrawal behind the armistice lines and for a hall to the move- 
ment of military forces into the area. It also called for steps to 
open the Canal. At the end of the debate the Canadian foreign 
minister, Lester Pearson, with the support of the United States, 
proposed the establishment of a United Nations force to keep 
the peace in the Middle East. Egypt announced that she would 
accept the cease-fire if the attacking armies stopped their aggres- 
sion. 

By this time the main battles in Sinai and Gaza were almost 
over. Rafah had fallen and the Israelis had entered El Arish to 
find it deserted by Egyptian troops. By the end of the day (2 
November) the Gaza Strip had been occupied and the Egyptians 
had withdrawn from their remaining strongholds at Abu Agheila. 
Israeli tanks advancing along the central road westward from 
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Abu Agheila had clashed twice with the rearguards of the Egyptian 
armoured brigade withdrawing from Bir Rod Salim and Bir 
Gifgafa. These were the only straight tank battles of the campaign 
and there were some losses on both sides. The retreating Egyptian 
columns deprived of air cover had begun to suffer heavily from 
Israeli and French air attacks. After the Anglo-French bombing 
of the Egyptian airfields, Nasser had restricted the activity of the 
Egyptian air force so as to save the pilots and had sent the surviv- 
ing Migs and Ilyushins off to Luxor, Syria and Saudi Arabia. The 
roads in Sinai were choked with damaged and burning Egyptian 
vehicles and abandoned equipment. Thousands of Egyptian 
soldiers took to the desert, throwing off their uniforms, equipment 
and boots to try to struggle home on foot across the sand dunes. 
It was at this stage that an at least partially organized withdrawal 
became a disordered flight. 

There now began a race between the diplomats and the soldiers. 
Peace-making efforts, designed to produce a cease-fire and 
prevent an Anglo-French invasion, centred on the Canadian 
proposal of a United Nations force. The promoters of the pro- 
posal saw it as a means of forestalling Anglo-French intervention. 
The British and French saw it as a possible means of legitimizing 
the planned operation of their expeditionary force which was 
already at sea on its way to Egypt. The French were determined to 
carry through the attack on Egypt come what may, but Eden's 
political difficulties were accumulating. The British prime minister 
clutched at the hope that it might still be possible to make the 
Anglo-French operation internationally respectable by getting 
agreement that it should occupy the Canal Zone until the UN 
iorce arrived, or that British and French troops should them- 
selves be considered the advance guard of the United Nations. 
Both the United States and the Afro-Asian countries at the 
United Nations, led by India, made it plain they could never 
accept such a suggestion. 65 

Israel was not primarily concerned with whether the Canal 
Zone was occupied by the Anglo-French forces or by the United 
Nations. Her main interest lay in completing her own war aims, 
the most important of which was the capture of Sharra esh- 
Sheikh and the Straits of Tiran, before international pressures 
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forced her to accept a cease-fire. Nevertheless, Ben Gurion hoped 
that the British and French would intervene. He was moved 
chiefly by the ‘cold calculation’ that it was better for Israel ‘not 
to appear alone as an aggressor who disturbs the peace and ig- 
nores UN resolutions’ but rather to have Britain and France in 
the dock with her. 66 But the speed with which the Israeli cam- 
paign in Sinai was being completed, as the Egyptians tried to 
withdraw, looked like ending the fighting before the planned 
Anglo-French landings on 5 November. This threatened to rob 
Eden of his required pretext. He would no longer be able to claim 
that he was acting to separate the combatants and to stop the 
war from spreading. 

In the evening of 3 November, the General Assembly began to 
debate an Afro- Asian resolution, which reiterated in stronger 
terms the demand for a cease-fire forthwith, and a Canadian 
resolution calling for the Secretary-General to report in forty- 
eight hours on a plan to establish a United Nations force for the 
Middle East. Both resolutions were passed in the earl^ hours of 
Sunday, 4 November, while in Hungary the Russian army was 
going into action in Budapest to crush the Nagy government. 
Egypt abstained in the vote but later said she would accept the 
resolution and was ready for a cease-fire by- eight o’clock that 
evening. With the Israeli forces already having completed the 
occupation of almost all Sinai and the Gaza Strip and mustering 
for the final assault on Sharm esh-Sheikh, the Israel delegate also 
felt safe in announcing to the Assembly that day his govern- 
ment’s acceptance of the cease-fire provided Egypt did likewise. 
But under British pressure, the Israelis later retracted this accep- 
tance until the Anglo-French landings in Egypt had begun. For, 
despite the news from the United Nations, the British cabinet had 
decided to go through with the military intervention. 

The following morning, 5 November, at dawn, 600 British para- 
troops landed at Port Said and 487 French paratroops at Port 
Fuad, on the opposite side of the Suez Canal, followed by 
further detachments in the early afternoon. They were supported 
by aircraft from naval carriers lying offshore. Port Fuad fell to 
the French and in Port Said, after some heavy fighting, the 
Egyptian commander agreed at 3.30 p.m. to a truce to discuss 



Suez and Sinai 235 

surrender terms. But Nasser ordered the Governor of Port Said 
to reject any surrender and two hours later the fighting was 
resumed. Local resistance groups sprang up, organized by the 
Muslim Brothers and Communists, as well as by the government 
and the Nasserite Liberation Rally. The people of Port Said were 
encouraged to resist by broadcasts over loudspeaker vans saying 
that London and Paris had been attacked by missiles in a new 
world war. Russia had, in fact, that evening virtually threatened 
Britain, France and Israel with nuclear rocket attack, in letters 
from Bulganin to Eden, Mollet and Ben Gurion. (According to 
Nasser, these letters were sent at the suggestion of President 
Shukri Kuwatly of Syria who was then visiting Moscow.) 67 The 
Soviet premier also wrote to Eisenhower suggesting a joint 
Soviet-American military intervention to stop the fighting in the 
Middle East. The Soviet press began the next day to talk of 
‘volunteers’ to help Egypt. It is doubtful whether this Soviet in- 
tention was serious. 68 In any case, at this time Nasser was pinning 
his hopes on the United Nations and on American pressure 
against Britain and France. He did not then want Soviet volun- 
teers, whose arrival would inevitably lose him American support 
and who might prove as hard to get rid of later on as the British 
had been - or as the Russians were proving themselves to be in 
Hungary. Nasser t~>ld the American ambassador in Cairo, Ray- 
mond Hare, on 8 November, ‘Don’t worry about these Soviet 
moves, I don't trust any big Power’. 69 Nasser later said that he 
had had no contact with Russia about possible support until the 
Soviet letter of 6 November. 70 Nevertheless, the possibility of 
Soviet bloc ‘volunteers' was taken seriously by many at the time. 
It was one reason for the urgency with which the United Nations 
Emergency Force was established and for the strength of Ameri- 
can pressure to make the British, French and Israelis withdraw 
their forces. 71 

The temporary coincidence of Soviet and American support for 
Egypt did not mean any diminution of the cold war between the 
Super-Powers. This fact was underlined when Eisenhower 
replied to Bulganin rejecting any Soviet intervention, with or 
without the United States, and warning that any attack on Britain 
and France would bring American retaliation against Russia. 
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During the first day’s battle in Port Said, the Israelis had com- 
pleted the capture of Sharm esh-Sheikh. Battered by the unop- 
posed Israeli air force, the Egyptian garrison surrendered after a 
nine-hour battle in which they lost 100 killed and thirty-one 
wounded. Her conquest of Sinai having been completed and the 
Anglo-French landing begun, Israel accepted the United Nations 
cease-fire. At the United Nations, Hammarskjold had been 
working round the clock with the Canadians and others to com- 
plete plans for a United Nations force. That day a Canadian 
resolution setting up such a force, known later as the United 
Nations Emergency Force (UNEF), under the command of 
Major-General E. L. M. Bums, the Canadian chief of the UN 
Palestine Truce Supervisory Organization, was approved by the 
General Assembly. 

At dawn the next day, 6 November, British and French com- 
mandoes and support troops landed from the sea at Port Said and 
Port Fuad. In a battle lasting until the late afternoon, the British 
and French troops, led by tanks and supported by navqj planes, 
gradually gained control of the town from the Egyptian army 
which was helped by a considerable number of armed civilians. 
Egyptian casualties were heavy.* 

After the surrender of Port Said, a British armoured column 
began advancing down the Canal towards Ismailia and Suez. But 
it had penetrated only as far as El Cap, a village twenty-five miles 
south of Port Said, when the British government announced its 
acceptance of the UN cease-fire to take effect from midnight. 

There were many political and diplomatic reasons for the 
British government's decision, but an economic factor may have 
been decisive. Whether the British and French fought on or 
stopped, for many weeks to come there would be no oil coming 
through the Canal or the Syrian pipelines. The United States 
government let it be known that its financial help needed to meet 
the extra dollar cost of alternative oil supplies and to support the 
pound would depend on the British accepting an early cease-fire 
and this economic pressure was maintained to secure an Anglo- 

*A British mission of enquiry (carried out by Sir Edward Herbert, 
President of the Law Society) later put the Egyptian casualties at 630 dead. 
The Egyptians said there were over 1,000 killed. 
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French withdrawal. 72 The severity of the American pressure on 
London and Paris was not only a measure of Eisenhower’s anger 
at being deceived by Eden and Mollet. Nor was it aroused only 
by concern for the American position in the Middle East. The 
American administration seems to have seen the Middle East and 
Hungary together as part of a broadening world crisis which 
could, if unchecked, drag the United States and Russia with their 
huge nuclear arsenals into a dangerous confrontation. In this 
situation the British and French, by insisting on landing in Egypt, 
were like children playing with matches near a leaking tank full of 
petrol. 

So the fighting stopped, except for occasional clandestine 
Egyptian guerrilla harassment in Port Said. Nasser now faced 
months of clearing up and of close diplomatic struggle to secure 
the withdrawal of the British, French and Israeli troops, the re* 
opening of the Canal and some kind of political settlement. Egypt 
had been saved from the terrible human and material consequen- 
ces of prolonged guerrilla warfare and from the ever-present 
danger that the conflict might spread into a more destructive 
world war by proxy. But the diplomatic struggle in which Nasser 
was now to engage was in some ways more difficult than the week 
of war just ended. It demanded skill, tenacity and a shrewd 
assessment of international politics to be able to reverse the 
military fait accompli and produce a peaceful retreat of the occupy- 
ing forces. For though in the heat of war Egypt had wide inter- 
national sympathy and support, it was bound to be more difficult 
to maintain support at this intensity if the Anglo-French-Israeli 
occupation dragged on for too long and negotiation took the place 
of shooting. 

Apart from a world opinion that might prove fickle, the three 
main weapons in Nasser’s hands were all dangerously double- 
edged. There was the fear of a clash between the Western Powers 
and the Soviet bloc if the latter introduced ‘volunteers’, and the 
anxiety of the United States and Russia to prevent each other from 
gaining influence in the Middle East in the wake of the British and 
French collapse. Nasser had to keep this danger alive but not so 
acutely that it would force the United States into supporting the 
British and French rather than urging them to withdraw. There 



238 The Egyptian Revolution 

was the delay in unblocking the Canal and pipelines which, to- 
gether with American pressure and the threat of guerrilla warfare 
against a prolonged Anglo-French occupation, was Nasser’s 
chief weapon against Britain and France. But this, too, was 
risky. It was damaging economically to Egypt herself and, if too 
prolonged, would have lost her friendly support. Finally, in 
securing the withdrawal of Israeli forces the only effective means 
was once again American economic pressure. But Nasser had to 
try to secure this American action at a time when he was resisting 
American pressure on the Arab countries to accept the new 
‘Eisenhower Doctrine’ which aimed to establish an American 
anti-Soviet sphere of influence in the Middle East. He could not 
pay the price of accepting the ‘Eisenhower Doctrine’, not merely 
because he was opposed to becoming part of the sphere of in- 
fluence of any Great Power, but also because to do so would have 
alienated the Russians when he still needed their support as well 
as that of the Americans. 

Similarly, in his dealings with the United Nations, .through 
Hammarskjold, over the conditions for the operation in Egypt of 
the United Nations Emergency Force, especially in the Gaza 
Strip, Nasser felt the need to tread warily. He tried to ensure that 
Egypt gave away as little as possible of her political sovereign 
rights, but he was always in danger of losing international sym- 
pathy by a too protracted and stubborn bargaining. 

In accepting the cease-fire, Britain, France and Israel had not at 
the same time promised the rapid and unconditional withdrawal 
of their forces demanded by the United Nations. For the next 
three weeks the British and French sought to make their with- 
drawal conditional on the establishment of UNEF in the Canal 
Zone with a mandate to carry out what would have been the 
Anglo-French task - to clear the Canal and ensure its security 
until an agreement was reached on its international control. But 
Eisenhower rejected anything but unconditional withdrawal. 
General Bums told Nasser, when the latter expressed fears about 
such a UNEF role at a meeting on 9 November in Cairo, that it 
was inconceivable that the General Assembly, with its then 
majority views, would ever allow UNEF to be used to compel 
Egypt to internationalize the Canal. 73 
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Burns met Nasser in the President's temporary offices in the old 
Revolutionary Command Council headquarters on the Nile. The 
building was blacked out and heavily guarded (Burns had 
noticed on his way into Cairo the tanks at street comers and a 
lively movement of troops, presumably, he thought, either to im- 
press the population with the government’s remaining power or 
to shelter the tanks in built-up areas where they would not be 
bombed). The atmosphere was ‘rather like that of an improvised 
field headquarters’. Nasser was wearing ‘an ancient grey cardigan 
and looked rather tired, but still vigorous and confident’. 74 

The report by Hammarskjold on the establishment of UNEF, 
which had been approved by the General Assembly on 7 Novem- 
ber, made it plain that the force, more than an observer force but 
not a military occupation force, could be in Egypt only with the 
consent of the Egyptian government. As Burns later pointed out, 
this legal point was reinforced by practical considerations. A 
force of 6,000 men could not impose its will on the Egyptians. It 
was dependent on their cooperation and therefore on their consent 
for the maintenance of its supply lines and communications. The 
terms of this cooperation were worked out in a series of meetings 
between Nasser, Fawzi and Hammarskjold while the build-up of 
UNEF was in progress. The advance guard of UNEF arrived 
in the Canal Zone by air on 1 5 November. By the end of the month 
the British had told the Americans they would withdraw from 
Egypt, though the decision was not formally announced until 3 
December by the acting prime minister, R. A. Butler. (Eden had 
left for Jamaica for three weeks’ rest.) Eisenhower at once 
authorized American help in oil supplies for Western Europe and 
massive financial support for Britain. His main preoccupation 
now was to patch up the Western alliance and to keep the 
Russians out of the Middle East. 

The Anglo-French withdrawal was completed by 22 December, 
after an exchange of 186 Egyptian prisoners for 470 British 
technicians from the Canal Zone military base who had been 
interned. Nasser had taken over all the base installations and 
stores and on 1 January 1957 formally declared the Anglo- 
Egyptian agreement of 1954 ended. It was not until 27 December, 
after the Egyptian army had rcoccupied Port Said in strength and 
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UNEF had begun to move into Sinai in the wake of the gradual 
Israeli withdrawal, that Nasser allowed the United Nations to 
begin clearing the sunken ships from the Canal. 

The struggle to bring about a complete Israeli withdrawal 
lasted another two months. Before the Sinai campaign began, 
Ben Gurion had told his Cabinet that they should not count on 
keeping control of Sinai, or even annexing the islands in the 
Straits of Tiran. The United States, 'he foresaw, would force 
Israel to give up occupied Egyptian territory. 75 Later he seemed 
to be tempted to try to hold on to Sinai both for sentimental 
nationalist reasons, because it was the wilderness where the 
Israelites had wandered and where God had given Moses the 
tablets of the law, and for reasons of real-politik, because it was 
an internationally important strategic area. This victory dream 
soon passed, but he fought a shrewdly judged diplomatic rear- 
guard action to conserve for Israel the essential gains of the Sinai 
campaign. These were international guarantees against inter- 
ference with Israeli shipping in the Gulf of Aqaba and against the 
resumption of fedayin raids from the Gaza Strip. 

The Israeli forces withdrew across Sinai in stages during the 
months of December and January, destroying roads, railways, 
buildings and other installations as they went. The UNEF took 
over in their wake. By the end of January, the Israelis held only 
the Gaza Strip and the western coast of the Gulf of Aqaba down 
to Sharm esh-Sheikh. But from there the Israelis refused to move 
until they received assurances that neither Egyptian military nor 
civilian control would be restored in the Gaza Strip and that 
UNEF would take over and stay at Sharm esh-Sheikh. 

The United States tried to meet Ben Gurion’s demand for 
assurances. On 11 February, Dulles sent him a secret aide- 
mimoire in which the US government promised to seek to have 
the UNEF deployed so as to stop raids from either side in the 
Gaza Strip and to do its part in helping to assure free passage for 
ships of all nations through the ‘international waters’ of the 
Gulf of Aqaba. Israel still refused to move and used all the con- 
siderable political and publicity resources of the Zionist movement 
to try to mobilize American public and Congressional opinion 
against a threat by Eisenhower to impose economic sanctions. 
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Faced with resistance from Congressional leaders, Eisenhower 
took his case for using pressure on Israel direct to the American 
public over television. Inside the United Nations Assembly, an 
Arab-Asian campaign for the imposition of sanctions was 
gathering strength. While Dulles negotiated with Abba Eban, the 
Israeli delegate at the UN and ambassador in Washington, 
Hammarskjold tried to work out a compromise with Nasser in 
Cairo and with Fawzi in New York, about the UNEF role in 
Gaza and at Sharm esh-Sheikh. 

Hammarskjold’s diplomatic technique in this kind of dispute 
was to try to separate the legal situation from the practical 
question of keeping the peace. Thus while publicly recognizing 
Egypt’s rights to reoccupy the Gaza Strip and Sharm esh-Sheikh, 
he sought to persuade Nasser privately that it would be in Egypt’s 
interest not to seek fully to enforce those rights. He was able to do 
this more easily in the case of Sharm esh-Sheikh because it was 
a distant, empty comer of the Sinai desert. But the Gaza Strip 
was inhabited by 400,000 politically passionate Palestinian 
Arabs: it was one of the most sensitive symbols of the Arab- 
Israeli dispute. Nasser could not afford politically to accept an 
end of effective Egyptian sovereignty or control there and its 
replacement by internationalization, especially against the wishes 
of the people of Gtza themselves. 

The Secretary-General got from Nasser an understanding not 
to try to reoccupy Sharm esh-Sheikh and to allow UNEF to stay 
there once the Israelis had left. He also established a doctrine 
about the UN EF security of tenure which he believed Nasser had 
accepted. This doctrine, endorsed in the U N Assembly resolution 
of 7 November, recognized that UNEF was in Egypt by Egyptian 
consent. At the same time, it laid down that questions affecting 
UNEF, such as changes in its disposition or its withdrawal, 
would be dealt with by an Advisory Committee (of Brazil, Canada, 
Ceylon, Columbia, India, Noway and Pakistan) under the chair- 
manship of the Secretary-General. This committee could refer 
urgent matters to the General Assembly. The Israelis interpreted 
this procedure as being meant, in Ben Gurion’s words, ‘to ensure 
that no lasting step was taken which might provoke hostilities', 
(in the negotiations with RammarskyM., 
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UNEF should be placed on both sides of the armistice demarca- 
tion lines, but Israel refused to have U NEF troops on her side.) 
Hammarskjold confirmed in reply to questions from Eban on 
26 February that this procedure of consultation would be followed 
before any withdrawal of UNEF from Sharm esh-Sheikh.* Four 
days earlier Hammarskjold had stated ‘with confidence that it is 
the desire of the government of Egypt .that the take-over of Gaza 
from the military and civilian control of Israel in the first instance 
would be exclusively by the UNEF’. The statement said Egypt 
was willing to cooperate in the stationing of UNEF on the Gaza 
armistice line to separate the Egyptian and Israeli armies and to 
help put ‘a definite end to all incursions and raids across the 
border from either side’. Hammarskjold added that there would 
be further arrangements during ‘the period of transition’ for 
good civilian administration, economic development and effective 
police protection. But in answer to another question from Eban 
on 26 February, as to whether these arrangements excluded 
Egypt’s return to the Gaza Strip, Hammarskjold said that 
nothing in the agreement limited Egypt’s right under the armistice 
agreement (which gave her control of Gaza). 

After further negotiations, the Israeli Foreign Minister, Mrs 
Golda Meir, announced in the UN Assembly on 1 March that 
Israel would withdraw from the Gaza Strip and Sharm esh- 
Sheikh in accordance with U N resolutions, but on the basis of 
certain assumptions. She assumed that the United States, in 
accordance with its memorandum of 11 February, would support 
and assert the right of free and innocent passage through the 
Gulf of Aqaba, and that UNEF would be stationed at Sharm 
esh-Sheikh and not withdrawn before the Secretary-General had 
consulted his Advisory Committee. She also assumed that UNEF 
would take over exclusive military and civil control in the Gaza 
Strip and maintain it until a definite agreement on the future of 
the Strip had been worked out. She reserved Israel’s freedom to 
defend her rights if the Gaza Strip reverted to its previous con- 
dition. The United States delegate endorsed the Israeli assump- 

•The question of UNEF’s status in Egypt which became a crucial and 
controversial issue in the events leading up to the 1957 Arab-Israel war, 
is dealt with in a note to Chapter 17 on pages 471-2. 
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tions, but Mahmoud Fawzi for Egypt insisted that the Israeli 
withdrawal must be considered as unconditional and that the 
rights of Egypt and the Arab people in the Gaza Strip could not 
be affected. 

These differences were to come to the surface when the Israelis 
moved out of the Gaza Strip on 7 March and UNEF took over. 
There were demonstrations by the local Arab population and by 
the refugees demanding the return of the Egyptians. UNEF 
troops had to use tear-gas and fire over the heads of the crowds. 
The demonstrations had Egyptian encouragement, though, in the 
view of General Burns, the UNEF commander, they probably 
also reflected the wishes of most of the Arabs in the Strip. 
Hammarskjold had anticipated that UNEF might remain in full 
control of the Strip for about a fortnight while more permanent 
arrangements for some kind of joint control with Egypt were 
worked out. This seemed to be his interpretation of his ‘under- 
standing’ with Nasser. He was therefore shocked to hear three days 
after the UNEF take-over that Nasser had announced the ap- 
pointment of an Egyptian Administrative Governor for the Gaza 
Strip who would be taking over his duties immediately. Nasser’s 
insistence on this step, which led to the re-establishment of full 
Egyptian civil control of the Gaza Strip, while UNEF remained 
on the borders, aroused Israeli anger and threats to reoccupy the 
Strip. These eventually subsided, but Nasser’s action left behind 
the belief that he had broken his word to Hammarskjold and 
further damaged his reputation in Washington. In his memoirs, 
Eisenhower, commented wrathfully, ‘Colonel Nasser, who had 
remained in pow'er only through the restraint of the West, failed 
to seize this opportunity for true statesmanship, thereby depriving 
his country of the assistance and cooperation of all self-respecting 
Governments.’ 76 

Had Nasser broken his w'ord? The verdict of General Burns, 
who was in a favourable position to judge, is that if Nasser did 
go back on his word it was only in the timing and not the sub- 
stance of his action. Nasser and Hammarskjold had agreed on 
exclusive UNEF control only ’in the first instance’. At no time 
did the Secretary-General or the Egyptian government promise 
that no Egyptian administrators or military personnel would re- 
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enter the Strip. As regards arrangements after ‘the first instance’, 
for which Hammarskjold envisaged shared control. Burns dis- 
closed in his memoirs, ‘Later information came to us that 
President Nasser had disagreed with the wording of the latter 
half of Secretary General’s statement of February 22 . . . and 
had told Fawzi he could not accept it. But this rejection by the 
President never reached the Secretary General.’ 77 

On 8 March, Israeli forces withdrew from Sharm csh-Sheikh 
and were replaced by UNEF troops. The same day Nasser 
allowed the UN to start lifting the last two blockships in the 
Canal, and the Syrian government let the I PC begin repairing its 
pipeline. The first convoy went through the Canal on 29 March 
and ten days later the Canal was declared open to the biggest 
ships. But continued negotiations with Nasser, first through 
Hammarskjold and then through the United States, had failed to 
produce an agreement on the operation of the Canal. The British 
had tried at first to resume the negotiations where they had been 
left in mid-October, after the Security Council meeting and the 
accompanying private talks. But Nasser was now in a stronger 
position. He was less prepared to make concessions, particularly 
as after the Anglo-French attack the* would not have been 
understood by the Egyptian public. On 24 March Egypt made a 
unilateral declaration on the future of the Canal. It reaffirmed 
that the Canal would be operated by the Egyptian Suez Canal 
Authority which would have financial autonomy; that tolls must 
henceforth be paid to this Authority; that the old company would 
receive compensation and that Egypt guaranteed freedom of 
passage under the 1888 Convention. All Nasser’s former conces- 
sions to international participation in such matters as fixing tolls 
and ensuring maintenance and development had now gone by the 
board. 

At first the British government tried to organize a boycott of 
the Canal and advised British ship-owners to avoid transit 
through it. But a month later this advice was withdrawn. On 28 
March the Security Council adopted an American resolution 
saying that the Egyptian declaration on the Canal should be given 
a trial, although it did not conform with the ‘Six Principles’ that 
the Council had laid down the previous October. When the 
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Council met again to discuss the Canal at French request on 15 
May, the debate was adjourned sine die five days later. 

Negotiations on compensation for the Canal Company 
dragged on much longer. They became linked with Egyptian, 
British and French financial claims and counter-claims arising 
out of war damage; the freezing of Egyptian assets and the 
Egyptian sequestration of British and French property; and com- 
pensation for the seizure of the Canal base installations. 

One of the most important consequences of the Suez-Sinai war 
was the destruction, full of personal human tragedy and of great 
social and economic significance to Egypt, of the foreign and 
Levantine predominance in Egyptian commercial life. In addition 
to the expulsion of some 2,700 British and French subjects, some 
14,000 Jews - a third of Egypt’s Jewish population - mostly of 
foreign nationality, but also some Egyptian citizens, were driven 
into exile by police harassment and economic pressure, leaving 
their property under sequestration or officially ‘frozen’. Many of 
those with foreign passports were from families that had lived in 
Egypt for generations, having used their foreign nationality to 
enjoy the privileges of the ‘Capitulations', of the consular courts 
and then the Mixed Courts. 78 Other ‘foreigners’, apart from 
Jews or British and French, began to leave during the first half 
of 1957, after the ‘Egyptiani/ation’ of all foreign manufacturers 
and exporters and a decree making Arabic compulsory for all 
business transactions. In theory, ‘Egyptianization* meant that 
non-Egyptians were replaced by Egyptian citizens in certain jobs 
and in control of businesses. In practice, whether Nasser intended 
it or not - and he often made declarations against religious or 
racial discrimination - ‘ Egyptianization' often meant a preference 
in jobs and influence for Egyptian Muslims. 

The treatment of the Egyptian Jews was deplorable from every 
point of view, but it was no worse in total effect than the Israeli 
treatment of the Palestine Arabs, even in some respects of the 
Arabs still inside Israel. And it had taken place as a result of war. 
There was nothing in Egypt comparable with the massacre by the 
Israeli border police of forty-one Arab villagers - Israeli citizens - 
in the village of Kfar Kassim in Israel at the start of the Sinai 
campaign because they were breaking a curfew of which they had 
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not been told. Some ‘ Egypt ianization’ of business was probably 
an inevitable part of the process of social and political change in 
Egypt. But by rushing the pace in the post-Suez mood of mixed 
anger, pride and fear, Nasser inflicted unnecessary hardship and 
Egypt lost, through the combination of ‘Egyptianization’ and the 
expulsions, both invaluable economic and technical know-how 
and some of the most liberal and intelligent members of her 
society. 

In the war, Egypt had lost perhaps 3,000 dead (about 1,000 in 
Port Said, 1,000 in the Sinai battles and another 1,000 killed in 
the retreat by air attacks or from exposure and thirst in the 
desert). She had also lost large quantities of military equipment, 
but the story that she had lost in Sinai vast numbers of Russian 
tanks and planes which were being prepared to strike at Israel 
was largely political warfare fiction. General Dayan's account 
later showed that one of the main weaknesses of the Egyptian 
military dispositions in Sinai was their over-defensive character, 
while he listed the number of their Soviet-made armoured 
vehicles at twenty-seven T34 tanks (compared with fifty-two 
American-built Shermans), six SU100 self-propelled guns and 
sixty armoured troop carriers. Of the planes lost by the Egyptians 
over Sinai, four were Soviet-built Mig 1 5s and four British-built 
Vampires and Meteors. 79 Tt might well have been that the 
Egyptian army would one day attempt to fulfil the directive said 
by Israeli intelligence to have been given to the Egyptian Third 
Division in Sinai, namely ‘the destruction and annihilation of 
Israel in the shortest possible time and in the most brutal and cruel 
of battles’. 80 But in October 1956 that day was clearly still far off. 

Suez was a political and to a certain extent an economic 
victory for Nasser. It was the culminating point of modern 
Egyptian nationalism, making the Egyptians for the first time for 
seventy-five years fully masters of their own country. It enor- 
mously strengthened Nasser’s position inside Egypt and en- 
couraged him to engage more deeply in the ‘Arab revolution’ 
against the remains of Western imperialism and its allies in the 
Arab world. It ended the period of British paramountcy in the 
central area of the Arab Middle East and brought the United 
States and Russia face to face in that region where the Arabs 
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themselves sought to ‘ fill the vacuum’ between them. It accelerated 
the British ‘retreat from empire’ and hastened the process of de- 
colonization throughout the world and especially in Africa. It was 
a demonstration of the determination of under-developed 
countries to be independent and develop their economies, as well 
as of their unsuspected technical ability to do so, if given financial 
help. 

Nasser himself said he thought that Suez not only gave con- 
fidence to the Egyptians and Arabs as a whole but also ‘helped 
many of the African countries to be sure of themselves and insist 
about their independence’. Historically, he said, ‘The meaning of 
Suez is that there is an end to the methods of the nineteenth 
century, that it was impossible to use the methods of the nine- 
teenth century in the twentieth century.’* 1 

But the result of Nasser’s great gamble also had a darker side. 
While it may have increased the self-confidence of the Arab and 
Afro-Asian countries, it also introduced a dangerous lack of 
confidence into the West's fuluic economic relations with them, 
and into the political relations of the Western Powders and the 
Arab states. It was only a month 01 two after the last Israeli, 
British and French soldiers had left Egyptian territory, that these 
suspicions once more burst out into an international crisis in the 
Middle East. 




Part Two 


The Arab Revolution 




Chapter 8 

Filling the Vacuum: 

The Struggle with America, 1957-8 


Nasser emerged from the Suez crisis as the dominant leader in 
the Arab world. As a political nationalist movement, the Egyptian 
revolution which had begun in 1919 reached its climax with Suez. 
Henceforward, its emphasis in Egypt was on social and economic 
change. Its nationalist aspects merged into the broader national- 
ism of the ‘Arab Revolution’, the movement for the transforma- 
tion of all the Arab countries into independent, modernized 
states and eventually into a unified ‘Arab Nation’, and into the 
even wider anti-colonial revolution of the non-aligned and under- 
developed countries. 

This closer linking of the Egyptian and Arab revolutions was a 
result partly of Nasser’s deliberate choice and partly of circum- 
stances. Egypt’s domestic needs and the demands of the Arab 
movement were to be often in conflict. Support for Arab policies, 
such as the confrontation with Israel and the revolution and war 
in the Yemen which began in 1962, were a diversion of Egyptian 
energies and resources from construction at home. At the same 
time Nasser’s engagement in Arab affairs was dictated not only 
by his personal vision of anti-imperialist liberation but also by 
his view of Egypt’s domestic as well as her foreign interests. For 
if Egypt’s economic development were to be able to keep ahead 
of her rapid population growth she needed substantial foreign 
economic aid. Nasser concluded that the amount of aid Egypt 
might get from Russia or the West was likely to be proportionate 
to her international importance, as a potential ally to be en- 
couraged or a possible enemy to be appeased. As a leading 
country in the Arab world, in Africa and the non-aligned group 
of nations, all three spheres in which the two super-Powers were 
now beginning more seriously to compete, Egypt could turn her 
foreign policy into an important economic asset (as Mohammed 
Hassanein Heykal, the editor of Al Ahram and often Nasser’s 
spokesman, described it). 1 If Egypt were to be isolated politically 
from the Arab world, as Nasser had feared was the object of the 
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Western Powers from the Baghdad Pact onwards, she would 
simply be left to rot economically and to face the military power 
of Israel alone and without modem arms. 

Sura brought Egypt and the other Arab countries closer 
together in two ways. It confirmed Nasser’s belief that Arab 
solidarity was an indispensable part of Egyptian security, not only 
for defence against Israel but also because of the deterrent effect 
on the West of Arab control of oil-fields and pipelines. (It also 
perhaps gave him an exaggerated idea of the value of Arab unity 
as a decisive military asset against Israel). The sympathies 
aroused by Sura and the admiration for Nasser’s success in 
handling the crisis had created a new emotional bond between 
Egyptians and other Arabs, especially in Syria. 

Nasser himself was also encouraged by his Suez success to 
seek a more ambitious Arab role. He now saw himself as the 
leader on the international stage of a group of countries with 
a great history and strong ties of language, culture and religion 
who now occupied a strategically important region in which a 
large part of the world’s oil supplies were located. To aspire to 
lead the mobilization of this potential for the renovation of Arab 
society was not an ignoble ambition. For a basically weak country 
like Egypt, however, it entailed many dangers, especially in view 
of the turbulent political state of most of the Arab countries. Yet 
it was partly the very weakness and instability of the other Arab 
states which led Nasser into an increasingly active Arab policy. 
His motive was not simply to increase Egypt's own influence. It 
was also to forestall the Americans and the Russians moving into 
the Arab East as the British moved out, and so prevent the 
Arab states from falling once more into the spheres of influence of 
Great Powers whose rivalries might turn the Middle East into a 
theatre of nuclear war. 

The pursuit of the ‘Arab Revolution’ in the Arab East was to 
draw Nasser inevitably into conflict with those forces against 
which the revolution was directed: the remains of Western, 
especially British, imperialism in the area; Israel; and those 
Arab governments or groups which were upholders of the status 
quo in terms of political geography, social privilege or inter- 
national alignment. In the Arab West, the Maghreb, Nasser’s 
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commitment to the Algerian nationalists brought continued 
conflict with France. Eventually, as the Algerian movement 
developed along Arab revolutionary lines, it also meant hostility 
with President Bourguiba of Tunisia and the Moroccan monarchy 
who leaned towards the West. 

But Nasser was also to find himself pitted against potential 
rival leaders of the Arab Revolution, such as the Communists 
and above all the pan-Arab Socialist Baath (Renaissance) party 
whose origins were in Syria, the ideological centre of ‘Arabism’. 
For, like the Egyptian revolution, the Arab movement became 
increasingly an amalgam of nationalist and social, sometimes 
socialist, ideas. The emphasis was at first on national independ- 
ence and unity, on the liberation of a single ‘Arab nation’ that 
had been artificially divided. But increasingly the stress changed 
to questions of social change and economic development. While 
the Communists made little headway in the organization of 
political power, the social and economic thinking of Arab revo- 
lutionaries was increasingly influenced by Marxist ideas, especi- 
ally of a Yugoslav Titoist kind. At the same time, the struggle 
with the West in those parts of the Arab world where the Western 
Powers still sought to hold traditional positions, meant that the 
neutralism of the Arab revolutionaries was tactically modified 
to make use of Russiar support. 

Nasser’s engagement in the ‘Arab Revolution’ in the ten years 
after Suez passed through two distinct phases. What might be 
called the phase of ‘Arab nationalism’ lasted from 1957-61. It 
was followed by the phase of ‘Arab Socialism’ until in 1967 the 
third Arab-Israeli war created a new situation for Egypt and the 
Arabs. In Egypt’s international relations this decade included 
two climactic moments of triumph and disaster: the short-lived 
but historic merger of Egypt and Syria into the United Arab 
Republic; and the Arab defeat by Israel in 1967. But for Nasser 
the dominant theme was still the social revolution in Egypt itself. 
After the break with Syria he found a theoretical means of re- 
conciling this priority with continued attachment to the Arab 
revolution -this was the idea of ‘Arab Socialism’, a new approach 
to Arab unity: instead of Arab unity being considered the pre- 
requisite for the end of dependence and backwardness, the 
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reverse was proclaimed. There could be real unity only between 
already liberated Arab states. The promotion of Arab unity 
entailed therefore both Egypt’s own socialist development and 
the encouragement of ‘liberation’ movements in other Arab 
countries. Nasser’s ‘Arab Socialism’ produced at least two results 
which may be lasting: the accelerated decolonization and 
radicalization of the Arab world; and Increased industrialization 
and a planned economy in Egypt itself. 


At first, however, as in 1955, the pace of Nasser’s commitment to 
the Arab revolution was forced by others. As the Suez crisis 
passed, the temporary international alignments it had fostered 
began to break up. Old feuds began to reappear. Now that the 
British had lost their paramountcy in the area, except on the 
fringes of the Arabian peninsula, the pressures to establish alli- 
ances, bases or ideological allegiances came from the United 
States and Russia. Though Nasser was a hero with *he Arab 
masses, other Arab governments began again to voice their 
opposition to Egyptian leadership and to Nasser’s policy of 
militant ‘positive neutrality’, an opposition they had had to 
stifle while Egypt was being attacked by Britain, France and 
Israel. They were encouraged to do so by the new policy of the 
United States who rushed to reassure Britain, France and her 
Baghdad Pact allies of her continued support and Russia of her 
vigilant opposition. 

The American role in the Suez affair had obscured the fact that 
it was an American act of cold war policy which had triggered 
off the crisis. The withdrawal of the High Dam offer had been 
intended in part at least as the first step towards curbing the 
influence of Nasser as a neutralist leader who had taken aid 
from Russia and who appeared to Washington to be helping the 
spread of Soviet influence in the Middle East at the expense of 
the West. Eisenhower had disapproved of the use of force against 
Egypt, especially in the internationally unfavourable context 
of Suez, but in his correspondence with Anthony Eden he had 
shared at least partially the British prime minister’s fears about 
Soviet penetration of the Middle East and Nasser’s role. He saw 
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this as a continuing problem after a settlement of the Suez Canal 
dispute and was prepared to put other pressures on Nasser, such 
as economic measures and the encouragement of Arab rivalries. 2 

On the first day of 1957, Eisenhower told Congressional 
leaders that ‘the existing vacuum in the Middle East must be 
filled by the United States before it is filled by Russia'. Hence- 
forward the idea of ‘filling the vacuum’ left by British withdrawal 
was to dominate Washington’s Middle East policies. The 
‘Eisenhower Doctrine’ for the Middle East, set out in an address 
by the President to Congress on 5 January 1957, covered two 
main points. It proposed U S cooperation with Middle Eastern 
states to build up their economic strength and thus their political 
independence. For this purpose it requested aid funds up to 
1200 million yearly. More significantly, it asked Congress to 
authorize the President to use American armed forces ‘to secure 
aud protect the territorial integrity and political independence of 
nations desiring and requesting aid, against overt armed aggres- 
sion from any nation controlled by International Communism’. 

Two months later the Doctrine had been approved by Congress 
and became law on 9 March. Eisenhower later wrote in words 
which closely echoed Eden’s Suez nightmares. 

We had effectively obtained the consent of the Congress in proclaim- 
ing the administration’s resolve i.i block the Soviet Union’s march to 
the Mediterranean, to the Suez Canal and the pipelines, and to the 
underground lakes of oil which fuel the homes and factories of Western 
Europe. 3 

Eisenhower rejected Soviet proposals repeated by Marshal 
Bulganin in three letters in 1957 for an understanding on the 
Middle East based on a declaration against intervention by force, 
the withdrawal of all foreign troops and bases and control of 
arms deliveries. In its formulation th"* Eisenhower Doctrine 
tried to avoid some of the mistakes made in creating the Baghdad 
Pact and in the Suez crisis. It did not try to press more Arab 
countries into new military alliances. It did not propose military 
intervention in any country unless that country ‘desired and 
deserved’ such help. Intervention was supposed to be limited 
to the case of attack by ‘International Communism’ or any 
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country controlled by it, thus by implication excluding the case 
of conflicts arising out of local rivalries. 

Though Eisenhower had shown a better understanding than 
Eden of the repercussions in the Arab world of the Anglo-French 
military action against Egypt, he shared with other Western 
leaders a grossly over-simplified view of the relations between 
Nasser and Russia. He and Dulles failed to recognize the im- 
portant differences between the Communists and radical national- 
ists such as the Nasserites or Baathists. They misunderstood the 
extent to which inter-Arab conflicts were a symptom of local 
power struggles and internal social change rather than of com- 
mitments in the East -West cold war: they did not appreciate the 
extent to which anti-Communism was a useful invocation for 
Arab rulers seeking Western support against their local oppo- 
nents. 

While the Eisenhower Doctrine tolerated neutrals in the sense 
of not requiring an open military commitment to the West, it 
still demanded from them an un-neutral open commitment against 
Russia - or against ‘International Communism’ which everyone 
took to mean the same thing. But in thus making the Doctrine 
acceptable to the American public and Congress, Washington 
also made it unsaleable to most Arab nationalist opinion. As a 
general warning against open Soviet military aggression in the 
Arab East, the Doctrine may be claimed as having in the long run 
had an important effect in stabilizing the world balance of power. 
As an instrument to limit the growth of indirect Soviet and 
Communist influence, it was as ill-timed and counter-productive 
as the Baghdad Pact. As Nehru had warned Eisenhower, it 
raised tensions in the Middle East instead of lowering them. 4 It 
sharpened inter-Arab disputes of a largely internal character, 
such as the communal tensions between Christians and Muslims 
in the Lebanon, between pro-Egyptian Arab nationalists and the 
Hashemite kings in Iraq and Jordan, and between radicals and 
conservatives in Syria. It added a new division in setting Egypt 
and Saudi Arabia, formerly allies, at loggerheads. Its effect was 
to divide and weaken the Arab East and provide more openings 
for Communist penetration, when its ostensible aim was to 
stabilize and strengthen the Arab states against Russian pressure. 
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Whatever the view of some Arab governments may have been, 
Arab public opinion by and large was at that time as a result of 
Suez emotionally pro-Russian without being pro-Communist, 
like British opinion in the later years of the Second World War. 
Moreover, although American help in the Suez crisis had been 
gratefully recognized, the United States was still freezing 
Egyptian funds and Egypt was having to rely on Soviet wheat and 
oil shipments to beat the Western economic blockade. 

It was in any case too late to try to exclude Russia entirely 
from Middle East affairs. She had already become a Middle 
East power with clients - though not satellites - in Egypt and 
Syria. At first, Soviet diplomacy, unburdened by considerations 
of domestic public opinion, showed itself more able than the 
Americans to adapt itself to the mood of Arab nationalism. But 
when, after the merger of Syria and Egypt and the revolution 
in Iraq, the Russians appeared to be interfering in Arab politics 
to support the local Communist parties, they were met with a 
rebuke from Nasser as defiant in some respects as any of his 
attacks on Western interference. The irony of the situation is that 
if Washington had been able to keep quiet about ‘International 
Communism’ when Eisenhower proclaimed his doctrine, it 
would have found less than two years later that Nasser, whom it 
saw as Russia’s instrument, was denouncing ‘International 
Communism' in the Arab world in terms more virulent than 
Washington’s own. Indeed, an almost absurd state of cross- 
purposes developed even earlier. Within a year of Nasser’s 
denunciation of the Eisenhower Doctrine, he himself rushed into 
union with Syria to block Communist influence there, only to 
see a few months later the landing of American forces in the 
Lebanon to protect it from an alleged threat from the UAR 
presumed to be instigated by ‘International Communism’. It 
became clear that the Arabs were best left to deal with their 
internal Communist problem themselves. 

Nasser was opposed from the start to the ‘vacuum* theory 
which lay at the basis of the Eisenhower Doctrine, though his 
opposition was at first somewhat muted by his need of American 
pressure to secure Israel's withdrawal from the Gaza Strip and 
the Straits of Tiran. In Nasser’s view there was no ‘vacuum* in 
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the Middle East. It was an area filled by Arabs who would 
defend their independence against East and West, given arms 
and money, and whose neutrality in the cold war was a necessity 
both for their own safety and for world peace. Nasser wanted 
neither an Ameri can sphere of influence nor Soviet Communism 
in the Middle East. 

Events were soon to show how far Nasser was able to counter 
the influence of America and Russia with his own. They proved 
that while his influence was strong enough to prevent the forma- 
tion of any large rival or hostile bloc against him in the Middle 
East, Egypt was also too weak to impose her political will on all 
the Arab Asian states together or on Israel. This equation, in 
which the key factors were Syria and Israel, was to hold good 
throughout the next ten years of the Arab Revolution. 

Seen by Nasser from Cairo, the Eisenhower Doctrine was an 
obvious attempt to isolate Egypt. It was clearly not addressed to 
Iraq, Iran or Turkey which were already linked witlj the West 
through the Baghdad Pact and American military agreements. 
The Americans must have known that Nasser was in no position 
at that time to make a public declaration against ‘International 
Communism’ which might cost him Soviet support. It could, 
therefore, only be intended, Nasser reasoned, to wean away from 
him his then Arab allies, Syria, Jordan and Saudi Arabia, and the 
uncommitted Lebanon. It was the continuation by more subtle 
means of the policy of Suez, to destroy Egypt’s leadership of 
Arab nationalism. 

This suspicion was strengthened when Eisenhower chose King 
Saud as the first salesman of his Doctrine to the Arab world. 
The American administration ‘wanted to explore the possibilities 
of building up King Saud as a counter-weight to Nasser ’. 5 The 
choice was not altogether surprising in view of America’s long 
connexion with Saudi Arabia through the oil business. But it 
showed little awareness of the new political forces in the Arab 
countries. 

Saud was at first a reluctant emissary. He complained more 
of Israel and the British than he did of the Russians and told 
Eisenhower that reports of Nasser’s and the Syrian President 
Kuwatly’s leanings towards Russia were exaggerated. They had 
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both told Saud that if the Russians tried to interfere in their 
internal affairs, they would at once break off all dealings with 
Moscow. 6 

On Saud’s return from Washington, in February, he met 
Nasser, Kuwatly and King Hussein of Jordan in Cairo. The 
communiqu6 after this summit conference showed signs of dis- 
unity. It did not mention the Eisenhower Doctrine by name but 
rejected any idea of a ‘vacuum ’ in the Middle East and approved 
of ‘active neutrality’. On 12 March, Eisenhower sent a special 
envoy, James P. Richards, a Democratic Congressman, on a tour 
of Middle East capitals to canvass support for the Doctrine. It 
was scarcely a profitable journey. The Lebanese government 
under President Chamoun was the only Arab government in the 
Middle East to give unqualified public acceptance to the Doc- 
trine, a departure in Lebanese policy the rashness of which was 
to be a source of much later trouble. 

The American diplomatic offensive nevertheless soon put a 
serious strain on Nasser’s four-power alliance. The most sensitive 
point was Jordan. King Hussein had begun to have second 
thoughts about the policy of swimming with the radical national- 
ist tide that he had pursued since his dismissal of General Glubb 
a year before. The parliamentary elections of October 1956, 
recognized as genuine by informed foreign observers, had brought 
into power a coalition of moderate Arab nationalists and left- 
wingers, headed by the leader of the former, Suleiman Nabulsi. 7 
The Nabulsi government rested on a parliamentary coalition 
which included eleven National Socialists (Nabulsi’s party), two 
Baathists and three Communists or fellow-travellers under the 
label of ‘National Bloc’. Its aims were to abrogate the Anglo- 
Jordan treaty by negotiation, to follow the Nasser policy of 
non-alignment and establish closer ties with Egypt and Syria, 
‘with due regard for Jordan's material interests’. 8 This entailed 
also adopting a less hostile attitude to the Soviet Union. 

In mid-January Nasser agreed with Syria and Saudi Arabia to 
pay Jordan £12,500,000 a year between them to replaoe the 
British subsidy to the Jordan army when the Anglo-Jordan treaty 
came to an end. Negotiations to end the treaty were completed 
on 13 March 1957, thus terminating within six months the British 
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military presence, the British subsidy and also the British defence 
guarantee of Jordan’s frontiers. 

But King Hussein had already begun to try to reverse the trend 
of the Nabulsi government’s policy. He feared it would not only 
increase Soviet influence in Jordan but also end in the disappear- 
ance of his kingdom, absorbed or partitioned by one or more of 
his Arab allies. He therefore sought a- new life-line with the West 
through the United States. 

It was hard to challenge the elected Jordan government on 
the grounds of its pan-Arab views for these had wide popular 
support in the country . Softness to Communism and Russia was a 
safer charge at home and more attractive in Washington. On 
31 January, Hussein wrote - and immediately published - a 
letter to his prime minister, Nabulsi, warning him against tolerat- 
ing the growth of Communist influence in the country. He cited 
such perilous innovations as allowing the Soviet news agency to 
operate and Soviet films to be shown, as well as the^discussion 
by the government of establishing diplomatic relations with 
Moscow and possibly Peking. (Arab nationalists were not slow 
to point out that all these activities had been freely indulged in 
by Western governments and most of their anti-Communist 
allies for years past.) 

The crisis between Hussein and the government over the con- 
trol of foreign policy began to come to a head in April. Each 
side tried to ensure support from the army. But the army was 
split politically. A nucleus of Arab nationalist officers headed 
by the chief of staff, Major General Ali Abu Nawar, a Baathist 
sympathizer, backed the government. The rest of the officers 
and many of the ncos and rank-and-file, especially from the 
mainly Bedouin units, were loyal to the person of Hussein. On 
10 April Hussein dismissed Nabulsi. The nationalist officers gave 
a warning that they could not be responsible for the explosive 
situation in the army and the country unless the new government 
was acceptable to all parties. Hussein considered this ‘an in- 
solent ultimatum’: officers and ncos loyal to him mutinied at 
their encampment at Zerka against what they believed to be 
plans for a coup against the king by their nationalist com- 
manders. Their march on Amman to support Hussein was blocked 
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by artillery units under nationalist officers. Hussein himself 
intervened with courage and decision to stop the fighting and 
gain complete control of the army. He exiled Abu Nawar and 
other suspect officers, imposed martial law and imprisoned 
hundreds of nationalist supporters of the former government. 
Hussein himself, in his autobiography, has described these 
events as simply the defeat of a plot by disloyal army officers and 
radical politicians, encouraged and financed by Egypt, Syria and 
Russia. 9 The plot, he claims, was to force him to abdicate, to 
declare a republic and to join a pro-Communisl front with Nasser 
and the Syrians. The losing side and their apologists have seen the 
affair as a coup planned by Hussein himself to smash the radical 
nationalists, discredit Nasser and gain American support and 
financial aid. The confused sequence of military movements 
during the crisis suggests that there were no clear plans on either 
side for a coup or a counter -coup with agreed objectives. 

The Jordan crisis nevertheless had all the ingredients of the 
cold war which was beginning to develop in the Arab East 
between Nasser and the United States and its Middle East allies, 
with Russia occasionally making warning noises off-stage. Secret 
services were active; money flowed freely for ‘subversion’ or 
‘counter-subversion’; radio stations, secret and public, poured 
out propaganda and incitement. The American Sixth Fleet 
periodically moved into diplomatically demonstrative positions. 
In the West a great deal was heard of Nasser's side of this under- 
ground war; the ferocious campaigns of Cairo radio’s ‘Voice of 
the Arabs’, the suborning of Arab newspapers, the .alleged 
assassination attempts against Arab leaders, the plotting among 
Arab army officers and the cloak-and-dagger activities of Egyp- 
tian military attaches in Arab capitals. The Western public heard 
little of the battery of radio stations - eventually numbering 
eleven, according to Nasser, and somcot them Western-organized 
- conducting propaganda against Egypt and its allies; of the 
money spent by Iraq and later Saudi Arabia in press bribery, 
of the alleged attempts to buy the assassination of Nasser (the 
most famous was the bribe of £2 million said to have been 
offered by King Saud to the head of Syrian military intelligence. 
Colonel Abdul Hamid Sarraj - and refused, to public wonder - to 
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arrange Nasser’s assassination during an aeroplane flight), or of 
the plotting encouraged from Iraq and, it was alleged, by Ameri- 
can agents, for the overthrow of the Syrian regime. 

Hussein’s crushing of the Arab nationalist leadership in 
Jordan has been described as ’the first major setback for Nasir- 
ism in Arab Asia’. 10 It meant the break-up of Nasser's Arab 
alliance - at least with two of the gbvernments concerned- and 
a gain for America’s new Middle East policy. King Saud sup- 
ported Hussein and the United States declared Jordan’s in- 
dependence to be a vital American interest. US Sixth Fleet 
units were moved to the eastern Mediterranean and Hussein was 
paid $10 million as an immediate first instalment of American 
aid. The promptness with which a great democratic republic 
hurried to reward a king who had overthrown a popularly 
elected government was mildly shocking even to those used to the 
more discreet traditions of eastern venality. 

But the Jordan affair was something of a pyrrhic .victory for 
the West and its Arab allies, except for Hussein himself. For it 
set in train a fierce struggle for power in Syria, the Lebanon and 
Iraq. In little over a year this conflict destroyed the pro-Western 
elements in Syria and brought that country' into complete union 
with Egypt, overthrew President Chamoun’s pro-American 
government and policy in the Lebanon, swept away the Iraqi 
monarchy and wrecked the Baghdad Pact. Both Nasser and the 
Russians strengthened their positions - to such an extent that 
their rivalry eventually replaced for a time the conflict between 
Nasser and the United States. The fact that Jordan remained 
under Hussein and protected by a vague Western defence um- 
brella may not have been altogether unwelcome to Nasser. 
Jordan was desperately poor; the defence of its long frontier 
with Israel was a heavy military responsibility; and any attempt 
to merge Jordan politically with Syria or Egypt risked bringing 
about a threatened Israeli seizure of the west bank. From 
Nasser’s point of view there was much to be said for having a 
useful influence in Jordan through the pro-Egyptian sentiments 
of the Palestinians there, especially the refugees, while leaving the 
unpopular responsibility for maintaining the international status 
quo to King Hussein. 
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During May 1957 the propaganda war between Nasser and his 
Syrian allies on the one hand and the pro-US Arab govern- 
ments on the other came out into the open. It found a new focus 
in the Lebanon. Parliamentary elections there resulted in a 
massive victory for supporters of President Chamoun and his 
pro-American policy against the opposition led by the United 
National Front. The Front had been formed of those who were 
against Chamoun either because of his foreign policy or because 
they suspected he was planning to seek election for a second 
term as president - which would have required a change in the 
constitution. The opponents of his foreign policy were not con- 
fined to supporters of Nasserist Arab nationalism. They included 
those who believed that in taking sides with America Chamoun 
was endangering the National Pact, the basis of Lebanese national 
unity. The essence of the Pact was two-fold : first, the Lebanese 
Christians recognized that the Lebanon was part of the Arab 
world on condition that it retained a special independence and 
neutrality and was not forced into an Arab union or to take sides 
in Arab disputes. Second, the Lebanese Muslims recognized 
Lebanon’s cultural links with the West and its special position 
provided this did not involve policies hostile to the rest of the 
Arab world. 

The unprecedented scale of the Chamounists’ electoral victory 
aroused legitimate suspicion that their control of the administra- 
tive machine and local security forces had been decisive. President 
Chamoun’s adherence to the Eisenhower Doctrine had already 
shaken the basis of compromise on which Lebanese politics 
rested: the elections were a further heavy blow to the whole 
structure. They forced the opposition more and more into extra- 
parliamentary methods and increased the rchance of both 
President Chamoun and his opponents on support from outside 
the country. The seeds of civil war were thus sown. 

The struggle for Syria itself followed swiftly and inevitably 
after the changes in Jordan and Lebanon. It was a more complex 
affair and far more important to Nasser. With the defection of 
Jordan and Saudi Arabia from the Arab alliance and with the 
pro-Western alignment of Iraq and Turkey and the Chamoun 
government in the Lebanon, Syria’s ruling coalition of neutralists. 
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nationalists and left-wingers felt itself isolated and threatened 
on all sides. Earlier in the year it had attempted to cow the 
remaining Syrian advocates of an alliance with Iraq and the 
West, the leaders of the People’s Party, by means of an elaborate 
conspiracy trial. But the country and the army were still suffi- 
ciently divided to make a civil war a possibility if outside pressures 
increased. For support against Western pressure the regime look- 
ed to Egypt and to Russia. The coalition was itself divided about 
whether Cairo or Moscow should be the main source of help. 
This division was not primarily one of foreign policy or ideology - 
except in the case of the Communists - buteof internal rivalry. 
The pro-Moscow group was led by the Syrian Defence Minister, 
Khaled el Azm. He was a millionaire member of an ancient 
Syrian family, a man of high intelligence and intense ambition 
whose lukewarm nationalism under French rule had left him 
with few ready nationalist allies. The pro-Moscow group in- 
cluded the small but active Syrian Communist party led by an 
able Kurd, Khaled Bagdash. 

Those who looked mainly to Cairo were the pan-Arab Social- 
ist Baath party, then the chief radical driving-force in Syrian 
politics, and a section of the old nationalist conservatives headed 
by the President Shukri el-Kuwatly and the prime minister, 
Sabri el Asaly. But the radicals and conservatives in this pro- 
Egyptian wing were divided over domestic policy in Syria, and 
were themselves struggling for control of the army. In the course 
of this struggle the Syrian commandcr-in-chief, General Nizam 
ed-din, a man of the centre, was replaced by a leftist, Colonel 
Aziz el Bizry. Bizry was appointed not because he was a Com- 
munist sympathizer but because he was not committed to any of 
the main factions in the army leadership, either the Baath or the 
conservatives. 11 His appointment was, however, one of several 
other developments which together alarmed the American ad- 
ministration - and later also Nasser - into the belief that Syria 
was rapidly sliding into the Communist camp. On 6 August, 
Khaled el Azm signed an extensive economic and technical aid 
agreement with the Russians in Moscow. A week later the Syrian 
government expelled three American diplomats whom it accused 
of plotting to overthrow the regime. American anxiety was fed 
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by alarmist and unfounded stories of secret Soviet air bases and 
even volunteers in Syria. These mostly emanated from Arab 
sources in Beirut and Baghdad who wanted American backing in 
a campaign to bring down the Syrian regime, and to check the 
influence of Nasserism. 

Syrian opinion, stimulated by the Baathists, by Nasser and by 
America’s own pressures, was anti-American and pro-Russian. 
But it was still largely and essentially Arab nationalist and 
neutralist. The Syrian Communists were not strong enough to 
take over and convert Syria into a satellite. Nor would the 
Russians have bee* in a position to give them effective military 
backing if they had tried to do so. It is improbable that the 
Russians would have risked such an operation. It would have 
involved not only staving off a possible Western intervention but 
also alienating Egypt where they had made important diplomatic 
gains. 

During August, September and October 1957 an international 
crisis rapidly blew up around Syria and almost as quickly sub- 
sided, like a summer storm. Washington sent a special envoy, 
Loy Henderson, a senior diplomat and Middle East specialist, 
to consult in Ankara with Turkish and Iraqi leaders and with 
King Hussein of Jordan. He also went to Beirut to see President 
Chamoun. He did not go to S^ria but reported to Washington 
the ‘deep concern’ of Syria’s neighbours that she might become 
a base for ‘international Communism’, the significant phrase 
that could trigger off American intervention under the Eisen- 
hower Doctrine. Syria and Russia accused the United States of 
mounting a plot to intervene in Syria. This allegation was given 
more precision a year later when notes said to have been taken 
at the meeting with Henderson in Turkey were read at the trial 
in Baghdad of the former Iraqi Foreign Minister, Ahmed 
Mukhtar Baban. Henderson was then ».ud to have urged the 
Arab states to take action against Syria, with an assurance of 
Turkish support and with the deterrent of the US Sixth Fleet in 
the background. 12 

President Eisenhower in his memoirs fully confirms that there 
was a ‘plot’ between the United States and its Middle East 
allies to intervene in Syria and overthrow the Damascus regime. 13 
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His account also shows that the plot was conceived in melodrama 
and ignorance, conducted in muddle, and that it expired on a 
note of farce. Yet on this basis Eisenhower was ready to face 
what he thought might be the risk of world nuclear war. 

For Eisenhower, ‘one clear fact was emerging’ - ‘Syria’s 
neighbours, including her fellow Arab nations, had come to the 
conclusion that the present regime in Syria had to go: otherwise 
the take-over by the Communists would soon be complete. A 
strong Soviet outpost would be in existence amidst this formerly 
neutral region.’ 14 

As in the case of the Baghdad Pact, it was the bellicose Turkish 
premier Menderes, seconded by Iraq, who took the lead. Sup- 
ported also by Chamoun in the Lebanon and Hussein of Jordan, 
he pressed the United States for direct military action before 
Syria could sign a defence treaty with Russia and become an 
‘official Communist satellite’. In principle, to assuage any 
tenderness of conscience in Washington, there was io be no 
attack until Syria had actually ‘committed aggression’ against 
her neighbours and provoked retaliation. But Eisenhower was 
uneasily aware that pretexts for intervention w’ere only too easy 
to come by in the Middle East. The plan suggested to the United 
States was for Turkey, Lebanon and Jordan to mass troops on 
their borders with Syria so as to disperse the Syrian forces and 
facilitate Iraqi military intervention from the East. America 
promised to back the plot by expediting deliveries and stopping 
any outside interference, for example from Russia or Israel, on 
condition that the operations were confined to the overthrow of 
the Syrian regime and there was no permanent occupation of 
Syrian territory. 15 Harold Macmillan, consulted in London, 
urged on the affair with a comparison between Syria and Czecho- 
slovakia in 1948. The US Sixth Fleet was sent to the eastern 
Mediterranean to warn off the Russians. There is something 
appalling about the almost casual way that Eisenhower was 
prepared to risk a major war in an ill-judged entry into a Levan- 
tine imbroglio. 

If Syrian aggression Pie wrote], should provoke a military reaction 
by Iraq and a difficult campaign should bring the Turks to Iraq’s aid, 
the Soviets might very well lake this occasion to move against Turkey. 
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Should that happen, a much larger war would be almost upon us. The 
alternative, however - to do nothing and lose the whole Middle East 
to Communism - would be worse. 16 

From this risk, as reckless and misconceived in its way as 
Eden’s at Suez and Khrushchev's in Cuba, Eisenhower was 
fortunately saved by the fecklessness or the belated prudence of 
his Arab allies. The Traqis began to have second thoughts about 
their role - not through fear of nuclear war but because they 
might lose their pipelines and oil revenues. They wanted the 
Turks to act first. King Hussein went off to Italy on holiday. 
King Saud bewildered Eisenhower by blaming America for the 
crisis and talking about Israel and the Gulf of Aqaba instead of 
the dangers of a Communist Syria. The Turks were still eager for 
action and President Chamoun was asking for American pro- 
tection, but without an Arab cover for the intervention the 
United States was obliged to restrain the Turks. 17 The atmo- 
sphere of crisis built up on a slender foundation gave the Russians 
an excellent opportunity to appear as champions of Syrian 
independence at little risk to themselves at the moment when in 
fact the plot had already collapsed. The Soviet premier, Khrush- 
chev, warned Turkey against military intervention in Syria and 
Moscow once more proposed a Four-Power Declaration against 
the use of force in the Middle East. 

The crisis began to peter out as the recriminations were 
transferred inconclusively to the United Nations and Saudi 
Arabia, Iraq and Jordan tried hurriedly to disengage. Eisenhower 
himself sounded the end of the crisis with an admission that 
Syria's neighbours now had less cause for alarm. This tactical 
retreat had become all the more necessary because it was clear 
that the Syrian regime, while glad of Russian backing, was mov- 
ing much closer to Nasser. The Western pressures on Syria were 
producing almost exactly the opposite cf what they were meant 
to achieve. They were further weakening the pro-Western and 
pro-Iraqi elements in Syria. They were also pressing Syria further 
into Nasser’s arms instead of detaching her from Cairo. 

Nasser had watched the progress of Western diplomacy since 
Suez with mounting anxiety. Hussein's * coup ’ in Jordan, the 
cooling-off of King Saud, the rigging of the Lebanese elections 
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to keep a pro-American government in power, and now the 
Syrian crisis seemed to confirm his suspicions {hat although 
the ultimate aim of the Eisenhower Doctrine might have been the 
containment of Russia the Americans believed the first step in 
this direction was to isolate Egypt. The defections of Hussein and 
Saud were setbacks for Nasser but not decisive. But the loss of 
Syria to the pro-American camp whs a development passer 
would try to prevent even at the risk of plunging deeper into the 
notorious quicksands of Syrian politics. 

The political life of Syria had undergone a progressive frag- 
mentation since the country achieved independence after the 
Second World War, a process accelerated by the entry of the 
Syrian army into politics after the Palestine defeat. Syria had 
neither a closely integrated political structure nor a clear sense of 
national identity. Tts national boundaries had been artificially 
created as a result of the settlement after the First World War 
and of subsequent truncations by the French mandatory power. 
The country was really a cluster of city states, rather like those 
of Renaissance Italy, Damascus, Aleppo, Homs and Hama and 
their agricultural dependencies - plus the desert tribes and the 
minorities of the mountain regions. Above the level of family, 
city, tribe or religious community, the political and emotional 
loyalty of Syrians was less to a precarious Syrian national state 
then to a wider Arab community, of which Damascus, the capital 
of the first Arab Caliphs, was felt to be the historic heart. 

Syrian views of the nature of this wider community varied. 
The older generation of nationalists who had led the fight for 
independence from France were drawn largely from the class of 
conservative notables, land-owners, wealthy merchants from 
Aleppo or Damascus, and some professional men. They pre- 
ferred a loose form of Arab union in which the fruits of local 
power won in their own personal struggle were not entirely lost. 
Some saw this union in the form of a ‘Greater Syria’, the com- 
bination of those territories, now the states of Syria, Lebanon, 
Jordan and Israel, which had traditionally formed the geo- 
graphical entity of Syria under Ottoman rule. Others looked to a 
closer link either with Iraq in a ‘Fertile Crescent’ union or with 
Egypt and Saudi Arabia. The choice of Iraq was influenced by 
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the cqpunercial interests of the merchants of Aleppo, the great 
northern commercial city, who formed the basis of the People’s 
Party. Their opponents, the National Bloc, based chiefly on 
Damascus, favoured Egypt and Saudi Arabia partly because of 
their common opposition to the Hashemite monarchies. 

Revolutionary groups of middle-class intellectuals had risen 
to challenge the power of this older nationalist generation. They 
combined new concepts of Syria’s international role with a 
greater interest in social and economic reform. For five years 
after the Palestine war and the first military coup , two of these 
groups fought for supremacy through control of the army and 
the state apparatus rather than through the parliamentary ballot. 
They were the Baath Socialists and the PPS, the Parti Populaire 
Syrien. The PPS was a right-wing, pro-American group. It had a 
pan-Syrian, rather than pan-Arab, vision of a Syrian state 
extending even farther than ‘Greater Syria’ to include parts of 
Iraq, Turkey and even Cyprus. It drew much support from the 
non-Sunni Muslims and non-Arab minorities. The Baath Socialist 
party saw Syria as merely one part of ‘the Arab nation’ which 
embraced all Arabic-speaking peoples from the Atlantic coast of 
Morocco to the Persian Gulf and from the Taurus mountains 
in the north to the borders of Ethiopia in the south. Both these 
groups had ideas of social n form and governmental economic 
intervention in place of the laissez-faire domestic policies of the 
traditional nationalists. The Baath had strengthened the socialist 
content of its programme through a merger with the Socialist 
party of Akram Haurani. The tough, opportunistic political 
realism of Haurani and his mass contacts, built on the poor 
peasants of the huge landed estates of the Hama region of central 
Syria, contrasted with the milder manners and almost mystical 
idealism of the founders of the Baath, two French-educated 
intellectuals, Michel Aflaq and Salah ed-din el Bitar. Aflaq, a 
gentle Christian Arab historian from Damascus, was the party’s 
chief ideologist, and Bitar, a teacher of philosophy, its main 
organizer and tactician. 

By 1954 the Baath Socialists had defeated the PPS in the 
struggle to be the chief driving-force behind the scenes in Syria. 
They had won in an alliance with a section of the old Nationalists 
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and the Communists, all united first against outright military 
rule and then in opposition to Iraq and to Western military pacts. 
At this time the Baath was denouncing Nasser publicly as a pro- 
American military dictator who was suspected of keeping Egypt 
apart from the Arab struggle and preparing for a separate peace 
with Israel. 

The Syrian Baath party was the only serious ideological rival 
to Nasser in the struggle to mobilize public opinion in most of the 
Arab world outside Egypt. Nasser’s adoption of ‘positive neu- 
tralism*, his struggle to limit the extension of the Baghdad Pact 
and his Soviet arms deal transformed his rivalry with the Baath 
into a tactical alliance. A new element was thus introduced into 
Syrian politics. Nasser’s own brand of Arab nationalism and his 
personal leadership became both a support for and an alternative 
to the Baath as a focus of popular feelings in Syria. In addition, 
the Baath’s more conservative Nationalist allies saw Nasserite 
Egypt as a useful counter-weight to both the Baath *and the 
Communists. 

Nasser’s ideas on Arab unity were later to appear almost in- 
distinguishable from those of the Baath, particularly when he 
adopted a more socialist economic policy. They had, however, a 
different starting point and their different underlying character 
was constantly to reappear in Nasser’s chequered relations with 
the Baath movement over the next decade. The difference was not 
unlike that between the ideas of European unity as developed by 
General de Gaulle and the idea of a supranational state embody- 
ing a resurrected historic ‘European’ community which in- 
spired such original ‘Europeans' as de Gasperi, Adenauer and 
Schuman. Nasser’s primary interest in Arab unity was the crea- 
tion of a common front to preserve the independence of Egypt 
and the Arab area against outside Powers. His secondary interest 
was to advance Egypt’s economic development. The Arab world 
offered a wider market for the products of Egypt's industrializa- 
tion. There were mutual benefits to be gained from a large 
regional economy, as in the case of the European Common 
Market, including the hope of obtaining investment funds from 
the Arab oil states. Unlike most other Arab states, Egypt had a 

StlORt S&M& of her own identity as a natioh-stateAt was momA 
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for her to think in terms of unified action by a community of 
states rather than submersion into a supra-national union. 
Though Nasser had no scruples about appealing to the Arab 
peoples over the heads of their governments, his purpose at this 
stage at least was primarily to put pressure on these governments 
to accept his foreign policy or to replace them if they refused. He 
foresaw Arab political unity as the natural goal of people sharing 
the same language and historical consciousness, but he had no 
particular interest in the short term in pursuing political unifica- 
tion beyond what was needed to ensure a common policy. 

Perhaps on this basis new Arab political structures reflecting 
common interests might emerge, but it would be a long 
process. 

The Baath, however, saw Arab unity as the urgently needed 
liberation of an already existing ‘Arab nation' from political 
frontiers and pseudo-national divisions imposed on it by foreign 
interests. The Arab national states and governments were not the 
bricks with which a new supra-national community would be 
built. They were merely artificial obstacles to be swept away; 
their only raison d'etre was to serve foreign interests or to preserve 
the social and economic privileges of a local ruling class. This 
view was also, like the Fgyptian idea of the nation state, based on 
historical experience, for Au*h Asia had until recently been a 
unity without dividing frontiers, although under Ottoman rule. 

The anarchic nature of Syrian polices was such that Nasser 
was driven ever closer to political uni'y in order to ensure the 
supremacy of his policy in Damascus. It was no longer possible 
merely to rely on cooperating with or influencing a Syrian govern- 
ment. It became necessary to create and sustain one. 

During 1956 and 1957 the initiatives for union with Egypt 
still came from Syria, and were inspired by the Baath. While in 
1956 Nasser was chiefly concerned with the creation of a joint 
military command, the Syrian parliament set up a commission 
to pursue the idea of a federal union. As a result of Suez, the 
Baath began increasingly to think of Nasser as the instrument 
who might be used to realize their concept of Arab unity. 

Nasser himself was cool to the idea of a constitutional merger 
on confederal lines when it was put to him by President Kuwatly 
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in February 1957. 18 In March 1957 Nasser said in a newspaper 
interview, 

I am not thinking in terms of any federation or confederation for 
the present. ... I should prefer organizations like the Arab League, for 
instance, to become strong and formidable links between Arab states. 19 

Nasser was thus still sticking to the main line of post-war Egyp- 
tian policy in Arab affairs. His caution was no doubt reinforced 
by his circumstances : he was only just emerging from the supreme 
test of Suez; the last Israeli troops had only just left occupied 
territory. 

In August, Kuwatly returned to the charge. He declared that 
‘Syria’s dearest wish was to achieve a union with Egypt which 
would serve as the nucleus for universal Arab unity*. In early 
September a commission was created to study an economic 
merger. But it is doubtful if such initiatives alone would have 
changed Nasser’s attitude. What really modified his detachment 
was the course of the Syrian crisis in the late summer months. In a 
press statement on 9 September 1957 Nasser attacked American 
policy and assured Syria of his unconditional support. Two days 
later. General Bizry and Colonel Sarraj flew to Cairo for talks 
with Nasser and Field Marshal Amer. In mid-October a small 
force of Egyptian troops landed at the northern Syrian port of 
Latakia to join the Syrian forces defending the frontier with 
Turkey. The force was symbolic not only of Nasser’s commitment 
to Syria’s defence but also of his acceptance of a deeper involve- 
ment in Syrian internal politics. He wanted to avoid the danger 
that Syrian politics would be polarized between a left leaning 
increasingly on Russia and a right forced to turn to Iraq, Saudi 
Arabia and the West. If either King Saud, Nuri es-Said or Khaled 
Bagdash were to be prevented from being the arbiter in Syria’s 
intricate internal struggles, it began to look as if Nasser must act 
to ensure the invidious role for himself. 

The Baath saw this situation as a great opportunity both to 
safeguard their local position and to push Nasser further on the 
road to unity. Domestically they were afraid that the Communists 
might gain ground from them as leaders of the nationalist left. 
Internationally they were afraid that, though this would not mean 
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a Communist seizure of power, it would provoke a right-wing 
military counter-action backed by Iraq, Jordan and the West. 20 
A closer link with Egypt would reduce both these dangers. 
Moreover, the Baath leaders believed that Arab union must 
begin with Egypt, if only because Egypt was strong enough to 
block any Arab unity move which did not include her and of 
which she disapproved. 21 

In October the Baathist leader, Akram Haurani, became 
Speaker of the Syrian parliament and, shortly afterwards, Michel 
Aflaq went to see Nasser in Cairo. The following month a delega- 
tion from the newly elected Egyptian National Assembly visited 
Damascus where they made a joint declaration calling for a 
federal union. Nasser still resisted being rushed. He thought any 
union would need at least five years to prepare. 22 One reason for 
Nasser’s caution was his fear that a merger would unite his 
enemies and raise an international storm against him with 
accusations that he was annexing Syria. 23 Yet within three months 
Nasser had accepted not only a union between Egypt and Syria 
but a total merger which went far beyond any previous federal or 
confederal schemes of Arab unity. Why? 

The movement towards unity was hastened by dissension within 
the Syrian army leadership and by fear of Communist influence. 
In their local struggle for po**-er the Baath had begun to attack 
the Communists for being opposed to Arab unity, a popular 
cause in Syria. The Communists were f reed to compete with the 
Baath in their zeal for unity with Cairo, though in Egypt Nasser 
had ruthlessly crushed the Communist party. 24 The Communists 
had favoured a loose federation, while the Baath in December 
proposed a more strongly knit federal state but with effective 
regional governments and parliaments. 

The Communists then raised the stakes. They proposed a total 
union, expecting Nasser to refuse - and forced the Baath to 
follow suit. 2 * On 12 January 1958, after a violent quarrel between 
two senior Syrian army officers, a deputation of fourteen army 
commanders headed by the chief of staff, General Bizry, flew 
secretly to Cairo to urge Nasser to agree to immediate union. They 
left behind in Damascus a virtual ultimatum to the Syrian civilian 
government demanding that it should carry out its pledges about 
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union. Four days later the Foreign Minister, the Baathist Salah 
ed-din el Bitar, went to Cairo to join the talks between the 
officers and Nasser. 

Fear of anarchy in Syria which might lead to attempted 
seizures of power by the Communists or the pro-Iraqi right 
appears finally to have overcome Nasser’s caution. In a speech 
three and a half years later when the ^Syrians seceded from the 
union, Nasser said, ‘You all know how the union was born. 
The Syrian army was then divided into clans and parties.’ 26 
During his campaign against the Communists in 1959, Nasser 
declared that the Syrian-Egyptian merger had ‘disturbed the 
Syrian Communists who were hoping that the day when they 
could dominate Syria was near and who believed that Communist 
infiltration in Syria was so great that it would be possible to set up 
a Communist government’. 27 

The Syrian Baathists exaggerated the dangers in order to force 
Nasser’s hand and stampede the other Syrian parties. They 
also appealed skilfully to Nasser's pride and imagination. *1 
knew,’ Nasser said in his secession speech quoted above, ‘that 
the union in its constitutional form was not going to be an easy 
but a difficult thing. I told those who asked me for union in 
1958, “let us prepare this union slowly; it bristles with diffi- 
culties”.’ The Syrians then replied, ‘Are you going back on those 
aims you have so long proclaimed?’ Nasser denied reneging on 
his principles but said, ‘to be sure of the future let us prepare the 
ground’. The Syrians retorted, ‘Is it your intention then to leave 
Syria a prey to divisions and hatred? Will you leave Syria to 
perish?’ ‘I replied,’ said Nasser, ‘ “Never. Syria is a second 
motherland for me. Syria is a part of the great Arab nation in 
which I have always believed.”’ 28 

When it looked as though the prospect of union was serious, 
both the Baath and the Communists reverted to their former 
ideas of a federal system, in which they were backed by the major- 
ity of the Syrian cabinet. To their surprise and chagrin, Nasser 
insisted on a complete merger of the two states. He also de- 
manded the dissolution of all political parties in Syria, as in 
Egypt, and the withdrawal of the Syrian army from politics, as 
his conditions for union. 
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Having accepted the risk of union at all with a Syria which 
seemed so divided as to be incapable of governing itself, it was 
logical for Nasser to insist on a form of union which would give 
him complete authority. Events, his view of Egypt’s interests, 
and the pleas of the Syrians themselves pushed him reluctantly 
to accept responsibility for Syria; to have d rt ne so without the 
power to exercise this responsibility effectively would have been, 
from his point of view, a double folly. 

7 he Baath accepted Nasser’s conditions partly because they 
hoped, despite their dissolution as a party, to play a leading role 
within the National Union, the new political body created by 
Nasser to replace parties. The eleventh-hour attempt of the Syrian 
cabinet to hold out for a federal scheme was over-ruled by 
another ultimatum from the Syrian army leaders who had 
decided to accept Nasser's terms. The officers, headed by Bizry, 
packed off the cabinet to Cairo with a warning that their destina- 
tion was either Egypt or a notorious Syrian jail. 29 At a joint 
session with the Egyptian cabinet the next day on 1 February 
1958, union between Syria and Egypt was proclaimed, subject 
to confirmation by a plebiscite. The new state was to be 
known as the United Arab Republic and Nasser was to be its 
first president. 

Three weeks later the union under Nasser’s presidency was 
approved in a plebiscite by a vote of 99*99 per cent in Egypt and 
99*9 per cent in Syria. However ornamental the figures, there was 
no doubt about public enthusiasm, especially in Syria where 
huge crowds celebrated. Later the Syrians thronged the streets 
and house-tops to welcome Nasser on his first visit to a land with 
which he had joined his fate but which he had never until then 
seen. 

In a speech in Cairo after the plebiscite results were announced, 
Nasser said that the UAR was the first state created by the 
Arabs themselves and not imposed on them by foreign powers; 
it was formed from two states which were completely freed from 
foreign control. Its creation was the first step to Arab liberation. 
To reassure those who feared how this ‘liberation’ might be 
achieved, Nasser declared that the UAR was a state that ‘shuns 
extremism and takes no sides' and pledged that ‘no Arab arms 
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shall ever be raised against Arab people whatever the circum- 
stances may be *. 30 

Earlier, in addressing the Egyptian National Assembly, 
Nasser had warned of troubles ahead. There were those, he said, 
who would try to destroy the new union and he appealed for 
caution in dealing with the ‘dreams and hopes let loose in flood 
by the removal of imperialism’. Tn a very Egyptian metaphor, he 
spoke of the need ‘to dam our aspirations and to regulate the 
flow, otherwise it may overwhelm us as a strong high flood ’. 31 

But less than three weeks later, faced by the delirious seething 
crowds of Damascus and Aleppo, he felt himself swept along by 
this same emotional torrent, so much more powerful in Syria 
than in Egypt, fn Syria, ‘the throbbing heart of Arabism’, he 
felt ‘the happiest moments of my life’. He spoke of ‘this sweeping 
avalanche, this overpowering flow of sentiment’ and of the 
‘hope for an all-embracing Arab unity that would include all 
Arab peoples in every country’. It was, he said, ‘our responsibility 
to back the Arab nation in the four comers of the Arab world’ 
and ‘to work untiringly to free the Arab nation from imperialism 
and its agents'. He faced ‘a great task, a responsibility so big 
that it fills the heart with awe ’. 32 After a week of celebrations he 
called on the new nation to return to work. There was much to 
be done. 



Chapter 9 

The Syrian Challenge: 

The Formation of the UAR, 1958 

Although the union of Egypt and Syria lasted for only three and 
a half years, it was an experiment that continues to haunt the 
Arab consciousness. Apart from the liberation and development 
of Egypt herself, it was Nasser’s most ambitious political venture 
and brought out both his gifts and his weaknesses as a statesman. 
It showed perhaps his most valuable contribution to Egypt and 
the Arabs: his seriousness of purpose, his resistance to inertia 
and despair, the determination with which he was prepared to 
try to translate words into acts and dreams into decisions. In 
accepting the union against his early misgivings he doubtless felt 
not only the dangers of inaction but also the challenge of a great 
adventure and the appeal of a historic vision. 

Egypt and Syria, like other Arab countries, spoke the same 
language, mostly shared the same religion, culture and historical 
experience. They were not much more different than, say. 
Piedmont and Sicily, or Prussia and Bavaria. But the difficulties 
of the enterprise were formidable. Nasser's weaknesses as a ruler, 
especially his reluctance to share power, his suspicious fear of 
conspiracy and his excessive readiness to fall back on secret 
police methods rather than to master the open play of competing 
political forces, were more clearly exposed in the unfamiliar 
individualistic turbulence of Syrian public life than in the more 
docile atmosphere of Egypt, accustomed to millennia of authori- 
tarian administration. 

Speaking of his compatriots, the Syrian President Kuwatly is 
said to have told Nasser when the UAB was proclaimed, ‘You 
have acquired a nation of politicians; fifty per cent believe them- 
selves to be national leaders, twenty-five per cent to be prophets, 
and at least ten per cent to be gods ’. 1 

Egypt and Syria had been united before in such high moments 
of history as when together they stemmed the Mongol invasions 
of the Near East and when the great Saladin combined their 
forces to drive the Crusaders finally out of Palestine, precedents 
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Nasser became fond of quoting with a picture in his mind of 
himself as potentially a second Saladin. But the two countries 
were different in the temperaments of their people and to a 
certain extent in their economic and social structures: they were 
widely disparate in size of population (some twenty-five million 
Egyptians to five million Syrians) fnd were geographically 
separated. Not only had they no common frontier but what 
should have been their natural overland communications passed 
through 200 miles of hostile territory in the state of Israel. Apart 
from its border with Israel, Syria was surrounded on all sides by 
states - Jordan, Iraq, the Lebanon, Turkey - who opposed the 
policies of Nasser and his Syrian allies, feared the extension 
of their influence, and were ready to work for their downfall. 

As Nasser had predicted, the creation of the UAR aroused 
international storms. It had an electrifying effect on Arab mass 
opinion and wide repercussions on the other Arab governments 
of the Middle East and on the attitudes of the Great Powers. 

Russia publicly welcomed the union but regarded it with mixed 
feelings. For while it appeared to strengthen the neutralist Nasser 
relative to the pro-Western Arab governments and to ensure that 
Syria would not topple into the Western camp, it also meant the 
eclipse of Communist influence in Syria. The Syrian Communist 
party, like the Egyptian party, welcomed the merger as an exten- 
sion of the anti-imperialist front but opposed Nasser's condition 
that political parties must be dissolved. The Syrian Communist 
party split. Its leader, Khaled Baghdash, refused to dissolve the 
party or to sign the union proclamation and left the country for 
the Soviet bloc. 2 

The Egyptian Communist party also bowed to pressure from 
its rank and file and condemned the suppression of ‘democratic 
liberties’ in Syria as well as Egypt. 3 

This did not prevent the Russians from welcoming Nasser on 
28 April on a three-week tour of the Soviet Union, a visit fixed 
two years before. It was Nasser’s first visit to one of the Great 
Powers and his first to a Communist country, except Yugoslavia. 
He met Khrushchev and other Soviet leaders for the first time 
in Moscow and also visited Leningrad, the Ukraine and the 
republics of Azerbaijan and Uzbekistan with their largely Muslim 
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populations. In a speech at a lunch given by Khrushchev in the 
Kremlin on 30 April, Nasser paid tribute to Soviet aid which he 
said was without strings and entailed no interference in the 
UAR’s independent policy. 

Experience has shown that our cooperation with the Soviet Union 
is founded on a sincere desire to help us get rid of spheres of inflnwira , 
develop our economy and industrialize our country. If someone wants 
to subjugate a country he cannot possibly help it to achieve strength 
whether in the military field or in the field of industrial development . 4 

He was impressed both by Russia’s own industrial develop- 
ment and by the degree of religious freedom allowed to Muslims 
in the USSR. He found the mosques he visited well filled though 
mostly with older people . 5 But, above all, he was moved by the 
fact that the Russians treated him, the Egyptian people and the 
Arabs with seriousness, dignity and respect. On his return home 
from Russia he told the Cairo crowds in front of the Presidency 
that the Russians held the Arabs in ‘great esteem’. The Soviet 
Union was ‘a friendly country with no ulterior motive’. Khrush- 
chev had signed a joint communique supporting the rights of the 
Palestinians and Algerians to self-determination and had de- 
nounced British aggression against the Yemen . 6 

It was not until later that Nasser revealed a less harmonious 
side of his Moscow talks. Khrushchev had asked him to allow the 
Syrian Communist party to operate more freely. Nasser objected 
that this request amounted to internal interference in the UAR. 
Khrushchev did not press the point then but later returned to it 
publicly at the Twenty-first Communist Party Congress. 

In the same speech on his return, Nasser disclosed that before 
starting on his Russian visit, he had been informed by the United 
States ‘that it was adopting a new policy towards the UAR, 
that it respects our neutrality and our independence*. Nasser’s 
answer was that the UAR desired friendship if those intentions 
were sincere. The policy of non-alignment had at last triumphed, 
Nasser claimed. It was acknowledged by the two greatest Powers 
in the world, the Soviet Union and the USA. But the struggle 
was not ended until all Arab countries were as free as the UAR. 
There seemed some justification for Nasser’s exultant claim in a 
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speech two months before on his return from his triumphant 
Syrian tour, that, after struggling for many years, ‘We have 
reached a stage in our struggle that places us on a sunlit summit’. 

But the road ahead was still full of hazards. Neither the setback, 
to the Co mmunis ts in Syria nor Nasser’s offer of neutrality 
towards the West and of peaceful coexistence with other Arab 
states were enough to overcome the suspicions of the United 
States, Britain and their Arab allies. 

The Iraqi government denounced the Syrian-Egyptian merger 
as having been carried through by force, a charge that Nasser had 
little difficulty in ridiculing before the huge crowds that flocked 
to hear him in Syria. When, within a fortnight of the proclama- 
tion of the UAR, the Iraq and Jordan governments announced 
the federation of their two countries, Nasser skilfully heaped 
coals of fire on their heads by welcoming any step towards 
greater Arab unity, even if, as AlAhram wrote, it was carried out 
by a Nuri es-Said ‘who must one day disappear'. Nasser did 
not maintain this benevolent indifference for long: Cairo and 
Damascus radios were soon going full blast once more against 
the ‘imperialist stooges’ of Baghdad and Amman. The Iraq- 
Jordan federation was - geographically and economically - a 
more logical union than that of Syria and Egypt. But it aroused 
little popular enthusiasm. During its brief five-month existence 
it never developed much beyond a paper arrangement, the chief 
effect of which was to emphasize and legitimize the senior role of 
Iraq in a Hashemite alliance. 

An even greater artificiality marked the arrangement by which 
the Yemen, under its fierce old medieval despot. Imam Ahmed, 
joined the UAR in March in a paper confederation called ‘The 
United Arab States’ (see Chapter 14). Another sign of Nasser’s 
growing impact in the Arabian peninsula was the announcement, 
a fortnight after the Yemen’s adherence to the ‘United Arab 
States’, that in Saudi Arabia King Saud had handed over full 
powers as prime minister and foreign minister to his brother 
Feisal, the Crown Prince. Feisal was reputed to be more com- 
petent, more progressive and more flexible in his attitude to 
Nasser than Saud: within five years he had become one of 
Nasser’s bitterest enemies. 
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Among the crowds that greeted Nasser in Damascus and the 
Arab delegations that came to pay him their respects there were 
many thousands of Lebanese, mostly Muslims or Arab national- 
ists, who had streamed across the frontier to the Syrian capital 
only fifty miles from Beirut. It was a portent of the next crisis 
in which Nasser was to be involved and which centred on the 
Lebanon. 

The Lebanon holds a special position among the Arab states: 
it is educationally the most advanced and has the freest Arabic 
press; its population of some two million is evenly divided be- 
tween Christians and Muslims; and it has a unique political 
system designed to hold the balance between eleven different 
groups into which the two main religious communities are sub- 
divided. The main justification for lebanon’s existence as a 
separate state is to satisfy the desire of the Christians, especially 
the main Christian sect, the Maronite Catholics, for an auto- 
nomous existence within the predominantly Muslim Arab world. 
With the departure of the French, their traditional protectors, 
the Maronites had to rely on the bargain of the ‘National Pact’* 
struck with the Lebanese Muslims and by implication with the 
Arab nationalist movement in Syria and elsewhere in the Arab 
world (a movement in which Lebanese Christians, especially 
intellectuals, had played a prominent part). The Christians’ 
political position was buttressed by their greater wealth com- 
pared with the Muslims and by their alliance with some of the 
more wealthy Muslims on a basis of class interest. But this also 
created a situation in which communal and class tensions 
dangerously reinforced each other in times of crisis, as in the pre- 
vious year. Lebanon's internal conflict was intensified by the 
creation of the UAR, a new and powerful magnet just across the 
border for Muslim feelings and for supporters of Arab national- 
ism and of social change among both communities. Nasser’s 
declaration that the UAR would be a centre of support for Arab 
nationalism everywhere encouraged the resistance of the Leba- 
nese opposition to the Chamoun regime. It also sharpened the 
anxieties of those Christians who feared that their autonomy 


♦See Chapter 8. 
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might be submerged in a predominantly Muslim Arab nationalist 
flood. Nasser was aware of these fears and had no wish for a 
break-up of the Lebanon which might bring Western forces back 
into the Levant. So, while he continued his attacks on Chamoun’s 
pro-Western policy, he tried to give reassurances to all the Leba- 
nese, Christian and Muslim alike, that he had no designs on 
Lebanese independence. He told the delegations of Lebanese 
admirers who came to see him in Damascus that, although 
naturally he would welcome unity with the Lebanon, this could 
only be as a result of a unanimous decision of the Lebanese 
people. On 9 March 1958 the Maronite Patriarch, Paul Ma'ushi, 
who had criticized Chamoun for dividing the country, announced 
that he had had a letter from Nasser and from the former Syrian 
president, Shukri el Kuwatly (now known officially in the UAR 
as the ‘First Arab Citizen*), saying that ‘the Lebanon in its 
present status is a structure with complete sovereignty and in- 
dependence which will not be touched*. ‘These brothers,’ said 
the Patriarch, ‘want only one thing from the Lebanon, and 
that is that it is not a centre for plots and intrigues against 
them.’ 7 

It proved difficult for Nasser to hold the balance between 
pressure and reassurance. The more the opposition pressed for a 
change in foreign policy to align Lebanon closer to Nasser, the 
more Chamoun blamed this pressure on interference from the 
UAR and himself leaned on America for support. Each side 
began secretly to arm itself with foreign help. 

On 8 May 1958, a left-wing Christian newspaper editor, a 
critic of the regime, Nassib Matni, was shot as he left his office 
in Beirut. The opposition blamed the killing on government sup- 
porters and called for a nation-wide general strike until Chamoun 
resigned. The strike developed into riots, armed clashes between 
rival political groups and finally into an armed rebellion. The 
small Lebanese army, some 9,000 men, contained the revolt with- 
out reducing it. Its commander. General Fuad Chehab, was 
afraid that the army, the sole remaining guarantee of national 
unity, would itself split along communal lines if he tried to use it 
more actively to crush the rebellion as President Chamoun 
wished. 
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Claiming that the rebellion was fomented and inspired by the 
U A R, with Russia in the background, Chamoun appealed to the 
United States for help. He claimed that Nasser was making a 
massive attempt to overthrow his regime and that, unless the 
United States supported him, every other pro-Western regime in 
the Middle East, including those of Jordan and Iraq, would fall 
to Nasser. 8 

On 13 May President Eisenhower and Dulles discussed an en- 
quiry from Chamoun as to what action the Americans would take 
if he called for help. Their reaction was typical of the confused 
state of Washington’s Middle East policy at that time. Dulles 
knew that Chamoun's ‘political error’ in seeking a second term 
had sharpened Christian-Muslim rivalries and that his pro- 
Western policy deepened the cleavage in the country. 9 Eisen- 
hower’s own special envoy, Robert Murphy, confirmed a few 
weeks later that the situation had scarcely anything to do with 
Communism. He found that 

. . . much of the conflict concerned personalities and rivalries of a 
domestic nature, with no relation to international issues. Communism 
was playing no direct or substantial part in the insurrection. . . . The 
outside influences came mostly from Egypt and Syria . 10 

Yet Eisenhower could still write, ‘behind everything was our 
deep-seated conviction that the Communists were principally 
responsible for the trouble’, and that President Chamoun was a 
staunch pro-Western ally motivated only by a strong feeling of 
patriotism. 11 Eisenhower and Dulles were, however, less con- 
cerned with the niceties of Lebanese politics than with what 
seemed a good opportunity to demonstrate to the Russians and 
Moscow’s friends, among whom they included Nasser, that the 
United States, despite its caution over Suez, was not afraid to 
intervene militarily to support its friends. They saw the Lebanon 
impatiently as ‘one more Communist provocation’ in a Soviet 
political offensive in the ‘Third World’ of Afro-Asia and Latin 
America which the United States had found hard to handle. 12 

Eisenhower decided to assure Chamoun of US support on 
certain conditions: he should drop his plan for a second presi- 
dential term; any request from him 'for US help should be 
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backed by another Arab country; and the mission of a US 
force of intervention would be to protect American lives and 
property.and help the legal Lebanese government. This interven- 
tion would be only a last resort. 13 Meanwhile Sixth Fleet am- 
phibious units were moved to the Eastern Mediterranean and 
American airborne battle groups in Europe were alerted. 

For a time it looked as though they would not be needed. In 
the Lebanon a stalemate developed in the civil war while attempts 
were made to reach a diplomatic settlement of the Lebanese 
government’s complaints against the UAR. After rejecting a 
compromise settlement through the Arab League, the Lebanese 
government took its complaint to the United Nations Security 
Council. There its Foreign Minister, Charles Malik, accused the 
UAR of ‘massive, illegal and unprovoked intervention’ in 
the Lebanon, through large-scale supply of arms to the rebels, the 
training and direct employment of terrorists, and a hostile radio 
and press campaign. The UAR delegate, Omar LutlT, denied 
these allegations and pointed out that the ‘rebels’ included a 
former Lebanese president, four ex-premiers, two former 
Speakers of Parliament, three other ex-ministers and a former 
Secretary-General of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs. 14 

On 11 June the Security Council decided, with Russia abstain- 
ing and no dissent from the UAR, to send a United Nations 
observer group to the Lebanon to ensure that there was no in- 
filtration of arms or men across the borders. The observers’ task 
was not easy. The terrain was mountainous; only eighteen out of 
324 kilometres of the border with Syria was under Lebanese 
government control; there was kinship and traditionally easy 
movement between people on either side of the border. The UN 
observers found in their first report little evidence of ‘massive 
interference’ from outside. 

There is little doubt that Nasser was willing, through the 
Syrian army ‘ deux ie me bureau’, to supply enough arms and 
money to the Lebanese rebels to ensure that they could not easily 
be crushed and that Chamoun’s policy would have to be modi- 
fied. At the same time he was trying behind the scenes to bring 
the conflict to a negotiated compromise. He raised no objections 
to the despatch of U N observers and approached the U S govern- 
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ment with an offer to use his influence to end the conflict. 
Nasser’s conditions, comments Eisenhower, 

were not wholly unreasonable. They were that President Chamoun 
should finish out his term; that General Cheliah, who many of our 
specialists felt was the strongest Lebanese politician outside of Cha- 
moun, should succeed him; and that the rebels within Lebanon should 
be accorded amnesty. This message we passed on to President Chamoun 
through diplomatic channels, making certain he understood that our 
Government was only a messenger in this regard and that we were not 
joining hands with the United Arab Republic against him. Apparently 
mistrusting President Nasser’s motives, President Chamoun did nothing 
to follow up this lead. 15 

This studied American detachment no doubt contributed to 
( hamoun’s negative decision, for a similar settlement was ac- 
cepted by the Chamounists two months later when the United 
States, through Robert Murphy, threw her weight behind it. 

Tn mid-June heavy fighting broke out again and Chamoun re- 
newed his appeals for American help. But when on 8 July 
Chamoun announced publicly for the first time that he would 
definitely give up the presidency on the expiration of his term on 
23 September, it looked as if the crisis would subside without 
American intervention. Chamoun had, however, been canvassing 
help from the Muslim members of the Baghdad Pact, especially 
Iraq, who were due to discuss the Lebanon at a meeting in Istan- 
bul on 14 July. During a visit to London before the meeting, 
Nuri es-Said, prime minister of the Iraq- Jordan federation, made 
it plain at a press conference that he believed the Western powers 
should intervene to support the Lebanese government against 
what he claimed was Russian interference through the medium of 
Nasser. He hinted that Iraq or the Iraq-Jurdan federation might 
itself send troops to the Lebanon if President Chamoun asked for 
them. 16 

The British, after Suez, were cautious, for Nuri’s main target 
was not the Lebanon but the UAR itself: he thought that Syria 
could be detached from Egypt, given help from outside. 17 As 
Nuri flew back to Baghdad to prepare for the crucial Istanbul 
meeting, two brigades of Iraqi troops were ordered to move into 
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northern Jordan. To their officers it looked like the first step to- 
wards a military intervention in the Lebanon - which could only 
take place by invading Syria, since Jordan and the Lebanon had 
no common frontier. As they moved apparently to carry out 
their orders, the two brigades swept instead into Baghdad in the 
early hours of 14 July and seized control of the key points in the 
capital. Their two commanders, Brigadier Abdul Karim Kassim 
and Colonel Abdul Salam Aref proclaimed a revolution and the 
end of the Hashemite regime. They announced a new policy 
based on neutrality in the cold war, Arab unity, political freedom 
and social reform. The royal palace was surrounded and King 
Feisal, the Crown Prince and former Regent Abdul Hah, and 
other members of the Royal Family were shot down (possibly by 
mistake - according to one version Abdul llah opened fire as the 
king and the rest of the family were going down the palace steps 
to surrender; the waiting troops then fired back, killing or 
wounding them all). Nuri es-Said at first escaped from H!s house. 
He was recognized in the street the next day as he moved, dis- 
guised under a woman’s cloak and veil, from one hiding place to 
another. He was killed and his body dragged through the streets 
and torn to pieces by the mob. 

Although the suspected army move against Syria provided the 
opportunity for the overthrow of the regime, the coup had been 
secretly planned by Kassim for three years past. 18 A popular 
revolutionary upsurge was released by the coup. It reflected the 
widespread discontent which had been gathering among all 
classes beneath the surface of the old regime. Among the middle 
classes, the mainspring of the revolution, this discontent sprang 
chiefly from what was regarded as Nuri's cynical indifference to 
public opinion, whether in the repression of civil liberties, the 
tolerance of corruption or in his isolation of Iraq from the main- 
stream of Arab nationalist feelings. Despite the much-publicized 
devotion of seventy per cent of Iraq’s oil revenues to economic 
development, Nuri was bored with economic and social affairs. He 
loved politics and the international power game. Partly because 
he counted on the big landlords and tribal sheikhs for political 
support, he failed to pay proper attention to the social aspects of 
the development programme. 
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Many Iraqis under-estimated the skill required and for long 
supplied by Nuri in merely holding together a new, deeply 
divided and somewhat artificial state. They felt with a deep sense 
of shame that they were saddled with a reactionary and in- 
competent government which served the interests of the Western 
Powers rather than their own. This position was symbolized by 
Iraq’s membership of the Baghdad Pact. The pact seemed to be 
less a military alliance against Russia than a kind of police club, 
like the Holy Alliance of nineteenth-century Europe, for the sup- 
pression of internal radical or revolutionary movements which 
were indiscriminately branded with the name of ‘Communism’. 

It is difficult to over-estimate the psychological shock caused in 
London and Washington and among their remaining Arab allies 
by the Iraqi revolution. It destroyed in a few hours the main 
pillar of Anglo-American policy in the Arab world. Suez had 
ended the already fading British hopes of a Western-controlled 
Arab regional defence bloc including Egypt and the Canal base. 
The revolution in Baghdad wrecked the American as well as 
British hopes of using Iraq and Saudi Arabia to bring the whole 
of the Fertile Crescent, including essential Syria, firmly into the 
Western system, while isolating Egypt unless and until Nasser 
chose also to join in. The formation of the UAR had dealt a 
blow to these plans but so long as Iraq remained intact there 
seemed always the hope, nursed by Nuri, of winning back the 
fickle and unstable Syrians. Now Nuri and his regime had been 
destroyed by a coup which seemed inspired by Nasser’s ideas if 
not engineered by his actions. 

President Chamoun in the Lebanon and King Hussein in 
Jordan felt their backs to the wall and appealed urgently for 
Western support. The British and Americans were themselves 
shocked and uncertain, confused by tueir own tendency to 
identify all manifestations of Arab radicalism and neutralism 
with Nasser’s alleged empire-building and to link both with 
Communism and Soviet expansion. In Washington, Allen Dulles, 
the CIA chief, had reported that the Iraqi coup had been made 
by pro-Nasser elements of the Iraqi army but that ‘We have no 
information that Nasser himself is behind the coup \ 19 Neverthe- 
less Eisenhower decided that, ‘This sombre turn of events could. 
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without vigorous response on our part, result in the complete 
elimination of Western influence in the Middle East’. 20 After 
consulting sceptical Congress leaders, Eisenhower called for a 
United Nations Security Council meeting, while within twenty- 
four hours of Chamoun’s call for help'* American marines from 
the Sixth Fleet began landing in the Lebanon. Two days later the 
first of 2,000 British paratroops began flying into Jordan, through 
Israel’s air space, to protect Hussein. 

At the heart of this potentially disastrous international crisis 
there was an element of farce. In spite of Eisenhower’s insistence 
that the American intervention was the result of a request from 
the legal Lebanese government, the American forces went ashore 
on the beach near Beirut airport in deployed formations ready 
for action - not because of anticipated opposition from the rebels 
but because of the ‘unknown’ attitude of the Lebanese army. 
General Chehab had, in fact, asked for the landings to & pul off 
for twenty-four hours while negotiations took place to ensure 
that his troops would not open fire, but at this crucial moment 
the American ambassador was out of radio, contact with the 
Sixth Fleet. 21 Some of the Lebanese army blocked the road into 
Beirut with tanks and forced a parley, involving Chehab and the 
American commander, as a result of which the U S troops were 
confined by agreement to the airport area and the harbour. 

Eisenhower was prepared if necessary for a wider action in the 
Middle East. He ordered military precautions to reinforce the 
area of the Persian Gulf and Saudi Arabia and readiness to use 
nuclear weapons, if necessary, to defend Kuwait. 22 He warned 
Nasser, through the U S ambassador in Cairo, against involving 
the UAR directly or indirectly in hostile acts against the US 
forces in Lebanon. Russia and the UAR denounced the Ameri- 
can intervention as an act of aggression. The UAR pledged its 
support for Iraq against any attack. 

Nasser heard the news of the Iraqi revolution and the Western 
moves while he was on holiday in Yugoslavia, visiting Tito. He 
had no doubt had some inkling of the secret disaffection within 
the Iraqi army, but was as surprised as the Western Powers by 
the coup. He was also as uncertain as the Western Powers at that 
moment about the potential scale of the crisis. The formidable 
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size of the American military movements, partly intended to safe- 
guard against a possible Russian riposte, left open the possibility 
that they were meant eventually to go beyond the Lebanon and 
Jordan and perhaps to include the seizure of Syria and the re- 
conquest of Iraq. Nasser at once flew to Moscow to confer with 
Khrushchev. He wanted an assurance of Russian support against 
any extension of the Western moves to Damascus and Baghdad. 
But he also wanted to ensure that the Russians themselves would 
not intervene unilaterally or do anything likely to provoke a 
Western invasion or turn the Middle East into a nuclear battle- 
field. On his return to Cairo he reported in a speech on 22 July 
that he had discussed in Moscow ‘ means of preventing aggression 
against Arab countries, preserving their independence and also 
preserving world peace’. Nasser later revealed during his public 
quarrel with Moscow in 1959 that the Russians had given him no 
assurance whatever of military support. When, on his return to 
the UAR he met the Iraqi revolutionary leader and deputy 
premier. Colonel Aref, in Damascus on 18 July and repeated his 
public pledge of support for Iraq against any aggression, Nasser 
was ‘ definitely certain at that time that we were the only country 
that stood by Iraq and the only state that would fight side by side 
with Iraq in the event of any aggression or imperialist attack 
launched against it’. 23 

Instead of a military pledge to defend the UAR and Iraq - 
which the Russians would have found logistically difficult to 
fulfil without risk of a nuclear war because of the interposing 
barriers of Turkey and Iran - Khrushchev confined himself to 
threats and a call for a five-power summit meeting. By including 
India and not China as the fifth power, Khrushchev angered 
Peking. Nasser supported the summit proposal, saying, ‘We are 
tired of the cold war, wc are tired of military groupings, we are 
tired of the division of the world into two camps and of the world 
being dragged to the brink*. 24 

Before he went to Damascus, Nasser had already taken the 
bold decision to link his fate with that of the Iraqi revolutionaries 
and give them as much military aid as possible. The UAR sup- 
plied the Iraqis with small arms for ‘popular resistance squads’, 
ammunition for heavier weapons and planes and radar equip- 
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ment. She also concluded a military pact with the new Baghdad 
regime. ‘We were at that time,’ admitted Nasser, ‘gambling with 
our destiny and our independence ... for we believed that the 
independence of Iraq would consolidate our independence.’ 25 

For Nasser this was a moment of high triumph and of deep 
danger. His most formidable Arab rival had been eliminated, as 
he had predicted. Iraq, once the keystone of Western influence, 
had joined the UAR camp of the ‘liberated’ neutralist Arab 
states. The Arab nationalist movement aimed at freeing all the 
Arab countries from ‘imperialism’ and ending foreign spheres of 
influence in the Arab world was rapidly gathering momentum. 
Speaking in Damascus in the presence of the Iraqi delegation, 
Nasser declared, ‘Arab nationalism has at last been unchained. 
The Arab peoples are confident in themselves and in their father- 
land. . . . The banner of freedom will also fly high over Amman 
and Beirut. . . .’ Nasser was also conscious that all could be dis- 
astrously lost if the crisis led to war. He tried to assuage Western 
anxieties and appealed to the Western world to realize that ‘the 
occupaWoTk axe over’ , \e> Vrg \o wndexstand the real meaning 
of Arab nationalism and the Iraqi revolution. 

Asking why America should be against ‘the free men of Iraq’, 
especially now that the Iraqi leaders had assured the West that 
Iraqi oil would continue to flow to its factories, Nasser said in 
one of his most eloquent and dramatic speeches, 

We want independence for our country. We want to preserve our 
nationalism and our dignity. We are working for peace, for peace is 

our aim and war means total destruction When the people of Iraq 

and the army of Iraq rose, they rose only against tyranny, against 
oppression. They rose only against destitution and assassination. They 
jJMBLjOnly against despotism and cor "tion. ... In speaking of peace 
1 am talking to the rulers of the Great Powers who, 
today leading the world to the brink of the 



the panic began to subside all round. It 
le Western governments that the revolution 
jnnly an Iraqi affair. After the initial atroci- 
|*0b, Kassim showed that he was in control 
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of the situation in Iraq and there was no serious organized oppo- 
sition. He made conciliatory pronouncements to the Western 
Powers, declaring his intention to continue Iraq’s international 
obligations, including the oil concessions. He did not immediately 
withdraw from the Baghdad Pact, but Iraq became a sleeping 
partner and then withdrew after giving legal notice. His regime 
was soon recognized by Britain and America. Although Nasser 
and Aref had an emotional public meeting in Damascus as 
fcIlow-Arab nationalist revolutionaries, neither Kassim nor 
Nasser was in any hurry to rush into a union between Iraq and 
the UAR. 

Khrushchev’s call for a summit meeting was quietly dropped. 
At the same time, with the help of the American envoy, Robert 
Murphy, a political compromise was reached in the Lebanon. 
General Chehab was elected next President on 31 July, as Nasser 
had earlier suggested. Four days later, Chehab announced that he 
intended to ask the American troops to leave. A new compromise 
cabinet was formed on the basis that there should be ‘no victor, 
no vanquished’ as a result o£ the civil war. 

At the United Nations, where a special session of the Assembly 
had been called, there was also a compromise based on a resolu- 
tion drawn up by the Arab states themselves. They pledged 
themselves to refrain from interference in each other’s internal 
affairs and agreed to measures through the United Nations to help 
prevent 'indirect aggression’, such as arms smuggling and radio 
incitement. On this basis American troops were to be withdrawn 
from Lebanon and the British forces from Jordan. A United 
Nations official, representing the Secretary-General, would act as 
a ‘watchdog’ to see that the agreement was fulfilled. 

On 8 October the United States announced that its troops, 
already reduced from their peak of 14,000, would be withdrawn. 
The United Nations observer group were also to go. The British 
withdrew from Jordan by the end of the year. 

Although the Iraq revolution had been politically the more 
spectacular event, the Lebanese civil war was a far more bloody 
affair, costing perhaps as many as 3,000 lives. 

During his Middle East mission, Robert Murphy visited Cairo 
for talks with Nasser. Nasser gave ‘a long dissertation about the 
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United Arab Republic, explaining the necessity of Arab unity for 
the security of a small weak country like Egypt*. When Murphy 
introduced the subject of Israel, ‘Nasser shrugged his shoulders 
with the intimation that nothing could be done about that 
situation*. Nasser’s view that ‘no matter what the issue, the 
United States would be found on the side of Israel* had been 
shaken but not destroyed, Murphy found, by American policy 
over Suez. 

There could be no doubt [concluded Murphy], about the intensity of 
Nasser’s patriotism and devotion to the Arab cause, and I respected 
him for his struggle with the crushing burden of trying to do some- 
thing for Egypt’s impoverished millions. But 1 left with a feeling of 
uneasiness about the pressures on Nasser which could lead to methods 
not conducive to peace. 27 

By the end of the year, when American and British troops had 
gone, the international crisis was over. It marked, to Nasser’s 
satisfaction, the end of an era in the Middle East. He hdd won the 
second stage of his struggle with the Western Powers, the attempt 
by the United States, after the Suez debacle, to bring the whole 
area within its sphere of influence. The period of direct military 
intervention by the Western Powers in the central area of the 
Arab world was finished - for some years at any rate. The 
‘neutrality’ of the area was tacitly recognized by the Great 
Powers, who during the next decade confined their competitive 
activities there to gaining influence through economic aid, arms 
deliveries and propaganda. The former imperial powers, Britain 
and France, withdrew their military and administrative presence 
to the periphery of the Arab world. Britain clung to her footholds 
in the Arabian peninsula and the rich oil sheikhdoms of the 
Persian Gulf. France, now under the new leadership of de Gaulle, 
fought on with an increasingly destructive and costly war in 
Algeria, but also with decreasing conviction about the formula of 
‘French Algeria’. 

The ‘vacuum’ allegedly left in the Middle East by the Anglo- 
French defeat and withdrawal after Suez was not filled militarily 
or diplomatically entirely by either Russia or the United States. 
Neither was it to be filled, as Nasser had hoped, by a united bloc 
of the Arab states themselves. So long as the UAR stayed 
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united, it remained a focus of potential stability for this area, but 
continued quarrels between Nasser and other Arab governments 
and the break-up of the UAR itself were to leave a fluid situation 
in which eventually, and perhaps temporarily, Israel was to 
emerge as the dominant military power. 

Even before the American and British forces had withdrawn, 
it had become evident that the ‘year of victory’ for Arab national- 
ism, as Nasser called 1958, had also brought new problems. The 
new-found revolutionary solidarity between Iraq and the UAR 
soon began to show signs of strain. Within seven months it had 
cracked into open hostility with a propaganda feud between 
Nasser and Kassim as fierce as that with Nuri es-Said. At the same 
time, and contributing to this split, Nasser’s conflict with the 
Arab Communists was intensified and burst into an open ideo- 
logical quarrel with the Soviet Union. 

The Iraqi officers who had carried out the 14 July revolution 
were of similar background and outlook to the Egyptian Free 
Officers: mostly middle or lower middle class, nationalist, radical 
and Puritan, in an ideological spectrum stretching from mild 
Marxism to Islamic egalitarianism. But their relationship with the 
civilian political forces was different from and weaker than that 
in Egypt. 

As the threat of Western intervention receded, the revolu- 
tionary forces in Iraq began to divide over two main issues: how 
far Iraq should go towards political unity with the UAR, and 
how far and how quickly party political life should be restored. 
Because of their suppression under Nuri and their record of 
underground struggle, the former opposition parties in Iraq were 
less discredited than the parties had been in Egypt before the 1952 
revolution. As a result of their underground experience, the Com- 
munists were also stronger and better organized than in either 
Egypt or Syiia, while the Iraqi Baathists were weaker, younger 
and less experienced than their Syrian counterparts. Two other 
factors entered into Iraqi calculations about Arab unity: the large 
Kurdish minority in the north, and some of the Shia Muslims 
who formed perhaps half of the Iraqi Arab Muslims, opposed any 
tight Arab and predominantly Sunni Muslim union in which their 
influence would be reduced. 



294 The Arab Revolution 

While all the parties, especially the Communists, pressed the 
military leaders for a return to legalized party activity and con- 
stitutional life, they were split over Arab unity, a split which soon 
extended to the military leadership itself. The Baathists, the 
Istiqlal, some of the National Democrats, and non-party ‘Nas- 
serites’ among the army officers wasted a quick move towards 
unity with the UAR, if necessary under Nasser’s leadership. 
Except for the Baathists and Nasserites they wanted a merger less 
complete than that between Syria and Egypt, a kind of federation 
which would leave Iraq greater autonomy and the continuation 
of its own party political life. The Communists, the Kurds, some 
of the small but influential left-centre National Democrat party 
and sections of the army, while paying lip-scrvicc to Arab unity 
through a loose federation, were secretly opposed to any merger. 
The Communists clearly hoped that they would be able to 
establish a firm political base in Iraq from which they might 
eventually regain the influence they had lost in Syria since the 
formation of the UAR. 

Colonel Aref, the deputy premier, an impulsive, energetic and 
rather simple extrovert, was the leading ‘Nasserite’ in the Iraqi 
revolutionary regime. He put Arab unity before the problem of 
the Iraqi parties and wanted to suppress the Communists, but at 
the same time urged a radical land reform. General Kassim, 
premier and defence minister, was cautious, intense, secretive and 
devious. He feared that any premature move towards unity would 
increase the danger to both Iraq’s international position and to 
her internal unity. Having neither the strength nor perhaps the 
temperament entirely to impose his own will, Kassim tried to 
steer a middle course - nationalist, neutralist and moderately 
left - between the rival factions, leaning now on one side and 
then on the other. 

Nasser later claimed that he had shared Kassim’s caution and 
thought Iraqi unity more urgent than closer ties with the UAR. 
Several Iraqi leaders, such as Kamal el Chaderchi, veteran leader 
of the National Democrats, came to Cairo to discuss the pattern 
of unity with the UAR. 

I told them [said Nasser], not to be in a hurry but to go back and 
consolidate the revolution. . . . Our objective never was any form of 
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constitutional unity between the UAR and Iraq, but the greater 
emotion of Arab national solidarity. ... In pursuit of this policy, 1 
sought to meet Kassim several times. He avoided me with feeble 
excuses. 28 

Why, if both Nasser and Kassim appeared to want the same 
thing, did they clash so fiercely? The answer is to be found 
partly in the egos and suspicious characters of both men. More 
important was that neither was fully in control of their supporters 
or allies in Iraq. Above all, there was Nasser’s concern about the 
effect on Syria of increased Communist influence in Baghdad. 
Nasser's personal popularity in Iraq was great and the Nasser ites 
of Iraq were apt to be tactlessly more Catholic than their Pope. 
The brash and outspoken Aref was quickly in conflict with 
Kassim. He was dismissed and sent as ambassador to Bonn. 
After he had suddenly returned to Baghdad unauthorized, he was 
arrested, charged with plotting against the regime, and con- 
demned to death but not executed. Kassim used to visit him 
regularly in prison. Kassim, believing Nasser was intriguing 
against him, leaned more on the Communists to counter the Arab 
nationalist pressure. 

The Communists had no ministers in the government and were 
still legally banned as a party, but they or their sympathizers had 
secuicd several important ofT cial posts in the administration. The 
more influential the Communists seemed to grow in Iraq, the 
more anxious Nasser became. He began to see the struggle in Iraq 
as repeating that between Arab nationalism and Soviet-backed 
Communism that he had finally intervened in Syria to prevent. 
Nasser had earlier in 1958 complained privately to Khrushchev 
that Soviet diplomats appeared to be encouraging Communist 
intrigues against the union in Syria. He also expressed his concern 
at Khrushchev's critical remarks at the Twenty-first Party Con- 
gress about Arab ‘annexation’ and suppression of ‘democratic 
liberties’. He believed the Communists were developing a cam- 
paign against him, similar to that of some Western newspapers, 
accusing Mm of wanting to annex Iraq for the sake of its oil. 
During the autumn of 1958, Nasser’s counter-attack was muted. 
He was waiting until the international crisis was over, and he was 
also engaged in crucial economic negotiations which resulted in 
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October 1958 in a Russian agreement to help to finance and build 
the Aswan High Dam. The Russians agreed to grant credit of up 
to 400 million roubles (£33 million) for the first stage of the Dam 
and to supply experts and technicians. 

In a speech on 23 December 1958 at Port Said, Nasser allowed 
himself the first light blow back irk. public. He attacked the 
Syrian Communists as opportunists and separatists, ‘new enemies 
who saw the triumph of Arab nationalism as the end of their 
interests’. He made no direct reference in this context to Iraq or 
Russia, but did so obliquely through an obvious historical anal- 
ogy. Often before, in urging the value of Arab unity, Nasser had 
spoken of how Egypt and Syria together under Saladin had 
defeated the Crusaders, the imperialists of that time coming from 
the West. Now he recalled that under Saladin the united Arabs 
had also defeated the Tartars (coming from the East) who had 
invaded Baghdad and reached Syria. 29 

The climax of the new quarrel came in March 1959 after an 
abortive rising in the northern Iraq city of Mosul by pro-Nasser 
army elements led by a Colonel Shawwaf. The rebellion was 
directed against the growth of Communist influence and the 
terrorizing excesses of the ‘Popular Resistance Forces’, an armed 
militia in which the Communists were influential. Nasser denied 
Kassim’s charges that the revolt had been engineered from Syria. 

Speaking in Damascus, shortly before the Mosul revolt, Nasser 
reaffirmed that his policy was one of non-alignment and indepen- 
dence of either the Western or Eastern blocs. He accused ‘imperial- 
ists’ of trying to stir up trouble between the UAR and Russia 
and revealed that he had written to Khrushchev to ask whether 
<V\ere-was any change in the Soviet policy of Support for the Arab 
liberation movement on a basis of equality. He had just received, 
he said, a ten-page reply from Khrushchev assuring him of 
Russia s continued support, despite ideological differences, and 
asserting that as far as the attitude of the UAR towards Com- 
munism was concerned, the Soviet Union did not wish to inter- 
fere in the UAR’s home affairs. 30 

Mjtfwiththe suppression of the Mosul revolt, Nasser launched 
^^HttM^bhard-hitting campaign against Kassim, the Com- 

against Khrushchev himself. Punning on 
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the Arabic meaning of Kassim’s name, he called him ‘Kassim e* 
Iraq’, the ‘Divider of Iraq’. He accused him of imitating Nuri 
both in his regime of terror and in trying to split Iraq from Arab 
nationalism. He attacked the Communists in both Egypt and 
Syria as being agents of outsiders who were trying to bring the 
Arabs into a sphere of influence. Having been foiled in their 
plans to dominate Syria, ‘the Communists had emigrated to 
Baghdad in order to turn Iraq into a Communist state from 
which Communism will spread to the rest of the Arab countries, 
thereby creating a Communist Fertile Crescent’. 31 

On 17 March Nasser issued a statement replying to a speech 
made by Khrushchev at the signing of a technical and financial 
aid agreement between the Soviet Union and Iraq. Khrushchev 
had said that ‘when the UAR President talks about Com- 
munism and Communists, he arms himself with the language of 
the imperialists’ but that relations between the UAR and the 
USSR would continue as before. Khrushchev alleged that Nasser 
was insisting on the unification of the UAR and Iraq, but such 
unification must be decided by the peoples concerned. While the 
Arabs had a common interest in resisting imperialism, after 
liberation each country might have different interests which could 
not be disregarded. The Soviet Union had not interfered and was 
not interfering in such affairs, said Khrushchev, but ‘is not in- 
different to the situation which is developing in a region not far 
from our frontiers’. This ominous nint of a Soviet right to 
intervene to support and protect the Arab Communist parties was 
immediately and vigorously rejected by Nasser as ‘unacceptable' 
and ‘ a challenge to the will of the Arab people’. He denied that 
he had insisted on unification with Iraq; he hgd urged Arab 
solidarity and declared that for any merger it was absolutely 
essential to have the unanimous approve of the people con- 
cerned. Nasser said he appreciated Soviet friendship on the basis 
of non-interference and co-existence, but ‘the Arab people who 
fought for liberation from imperialism will never agree to become 
satellites'. 32 

Instead of dropping his anti-Communist campaign after 
Khrushchev’s stricture", Nasser intensified it. In a speech in 
Damascus, on 22 March, he replied with proud and angry irony 
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to the Soviet premier’s comment that ‘Abdul Nasser is a young 
man, passionate and hot-headed’. He said, 

Abdul Nasser is not the only one who is passionate and hot-headed, 
but the whole Arab people. . . . Without this hot-headedness the 
Arabs would not have achieved their successes in the struggle against 
imperialism, against the Baghdad Pact, against the British and French 
at Port Said and then the Iraqi revolution. Between 29 October and 
6 November 1956, Egypt had fought against Britain, France and 
Israel single-handed with passion and hot-headedness. ... No country 
stood by us and we had no agreement with the Soviet Union. . . . Had 
it not been for this passion and hot-headedness, our country would have 
been turned into rocket bases against the Soviet Union and into 
Western bases against the Socialist and Communist world. 

Nasser dismissed the Communists’ championing of ‘demo- 
cratic life’ as a ‘false slogan’. He said he did not want political 
parties, neither a reactionary party financed and supported by 
Western imperialism nor a Communist parly inspired by foreign 
Communism and trying ‘to tie us to the wheel of dependence’. 

Ridiculing the idea that the U AR wanted to grab Iraq’s oil, 
Nasser pointed out that Iraq’s oil revenue of £E75 million a year 
was only as much as Egypt earned from Suez Canal dues and 
her own oil production. Egypt’s national income was £E 1,000 
million and her budget £E360 million, and she earned £E120 
million from cotton sales, while Syria’s budget amounted to 
another £E75 million. Apart from oil, Iraq’s budget was only 
£E 45 million. So, asked Nasser, who wants money from whom? 

The Syrian Communists had resumed their activities after the 
Iraqi revolution. Attacks on the UAR by Arab Communists 
were published in the Soviet bloc press, said Nasser. ‘We were 
suddenly faced by a flagrant interference in our internal affairs 
by the Soviet Union,’ because of the link between the Arab Com- 
munists and the Soviet leaders. 

As part of the anti-Communist campaign, Nasser carried 
through a purge of suspected Communists and fellow-travellers 
in both Egypt and Syria. A week after the Port Said speech, in the 
early hours of 1 January 1959, 280 leading members and officials 
of the Egyptian Communist party were arrested. Many were sent 
to the notoriously brutal desert concentration camp of Abu 
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Zabaal and to military prisons, where several were reported to 
have died as a result of torture. 33 fn March 1961, Nasser told 
the American journalist C. L. Sulzberger that there were then 
still 280 Communists in jail but 340 others had been released. 

Public ideological discussion that had been tolerated, indeed 
encouraged, by Nasser through the left-wing Cairo newspaper, Al 
Massa, edited by Khaled Mohieddin, was curtailed. On 1 2 March, 
after the Mosul rising, Khaled Mohieddin was dismissed together 
with most of his stall and a week later there were many hundreds 
more arrests of suspected Communists or fellow-travellers in 
Egypt and Syria. 

The Egyptian Marxist left faced a painful dilemma in trying to 
reconcile support for Nasser’s anti-imperialist neutralism and the 
growing trend towards socialist planning, with the regime's anti- 
communism and suppression of democratic liberties. 

The breach between Nasser and Moscow was gradually papered 
over. The reconciliation was helped by the fact that the Com- 
munists in Iraq overplayed their hand and became intensely un- 
popular. Kassim began slowly to turn against them. By the 
middle of 1960, though Kassim had accepted large-scale economic 
and military aid from Russia, it was plain that the Communists 
in Iraq were in decline and had lost their chance of taking 
over the country. With no serious prospect of a Communist 
political base in Iraq or Syria, there was no longer any incentive 
for the Russians to endanger their relationship with Nasser by 
giving preference to Kassim or the Arab Communists. Instead, 
they decided to invest heavily in the UAR. In August 1960 they 
agreed to be responsible for the whole of the foreign exchange 
costs of the construction of the High Dam instead of only the 
first stage, granting an extra credit of 900 million roubles (£81 
million). They had already pledged £33 million for the first stage 
of the Dam and another £60 million for the UAR industrializa- 
tion programme. The Soviet industrial credits were on highly 
favourable terms - 2*5 per cent interest, repayable over twelve 
years with repayment beginning one year after the factory con- 
cerned had been built and begun producing. 34 

At the ceremony laying the foundation stone of the High Dam 
on 1 January 1960, Nasser paid a fulsome tribute to Russia’s 



300 The Arab Revolution . 

'w holly uncon dit ional aid ’. He declared that though the material 
purposes of the Dare were of ‘tremendous importance’, the 
greatest value of the Dam was as a symbol of 'the determination 
and independent will of the Arab people’. It showed that ‘ nations, 
no matter how small, are capable of doing great works, if 
determined enough’. 35 

Fifteen months earlier, as the 1958 international crisis was 
subsiding, Nasser had declared in a press interview that while the 
UAR could not abstain from supporting liberation movements, 
at the same time she wanted 'matters to return to normal* so as 
to be able to deal with ‘urgent problems of political consolida- 
tion, economic stability and domestic productivity’. By early 1960 
it looked as if a more ‘normal ’ situation were being established in 
the Middle East. There was less interference by either the Western 
or Soviet blocs: America and Russia were themselves seeking 
better relations with each other through personal contact between 
Khrushchev and Eisenhower. The inter-Arab struggle *was also 
more subdued: there was less talk of union and more of solidarity 
among independent states. 

In a speech on 9 July 1960, to the inaugural session of the 
General Congress of the National Union of the UAR, Nasser 
reaffirmed that a common history and common language made 
the Arabs one nation, but went on to redefine the principles of 
‘our work towards unity’. 

First, unity should be through free and independent choice and 
will. Second, an Arab people seeking unity must first have com- 
pleted ‘the potentialities of its national unity within the limits of 
its existing borders before entering into commitments outside 
those borders’ (which could be taken to refer to countries such as 
Iraq, the Sudan and the Lebanon which have serious problems of 
maintaining national unity between different communal or ethnic 
groups). Third, the Arab people concerned must be determined 
and sure of their wish for unity. 

‘On these bases,’ added Nasser, 'we believe that unity should 
be continuously evolving and should not take place by a coup' 36 
Nevertheless Nasser’s polemics with Kassim continued with 
fluctuating degrees of violence for the next two years until in 
February 1963 Kassim was overthrown and executed in a coup 
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led by Colonel Aref and supported by the Iraqi Baathists. In 1961, 
Nasser found himself in the unusual position of being virtually a 
temporary ally of the British - and at the same time in conflict 
with the Russians - in the defence of the oil Sheikhdom of Kuwait 
against what seemed to be a threat of invasion by Kassim. A small 
unit of UAR technical troops was briefly among the mixed force 
from the Arab League states sent to Kuwait to take over there 
from the British brigade which had been rushed to the newly 
independent sheikhdom in the summer of 1961. 

Nasser’s quarrel with King Hussein of Jordan also simmered 
on and boiled over from time to time. In November 1958 a 
private plane carrying Hussein had been dangerously buzzed by 
UAR Migs while flying over Syrian territory. Hussein believed it 
was a deliberate attempt by the UAR authorities to kill him. 37 
Nasser scornfully denied this accusation. He claimed that it was 
one of many similar incidents and was due to the fact that 
Hussein’s plane had not identified itself properly. In the following 
year, after Nasser’s campaign against the Communists and 
Kassim, relations between Amman and Cairo were resumed. But 
the truce was brief. The radio war was re-opened and in August 
1960 the Jordan prime minister, Hassan al Majali, and ten other 
people were killed by a bomb placed in his office. The suspected 
killers escaped to Syria. Hussein again put the blame on the UAR 
and attacked Nasser himself in violent terms. In February 1961, 
there was another attempted rapprochement between Nasser and 
Hussein, as the Arab League tried to close its ranks against 
Israel, because of the threatened diversion of the Jordan waters. 
But the feud burst out violently again six months later when 
Hussein rushed jubilantly to recognize the secessionist regime in 
Syria within twenty-four hours of the Damascus coup which split 
the UAR. 

The UAF continued its support for the Algerian nationalists, 
who by 1961 were in sight of victory with the opening of talks with 
France at Evian. But Nasser was at loggerheads with President 
Bourguiba of Tunisia who accused him of sending Egyptian secret 
service officers to plan his assassination. There was a reconcilia- 
tion in 1961 after the UAR supported Tunisia in the ‘battle of 
Bizerta’, in which 1,000 Tunisians were killed by French army 
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fire, and Nasser and Bourguiba met for the first time in three 
years at the Belgrade non-aligned conference. Nasser also 
la nnrhftH a virulent attack on the Shah of Iran and broke off 
relations with Teheran because of Iran’s closer relations with 
Israel (Iran was secretly supplying the oil to go through the new 
sixteen-inch pipeline laid by the Israelis from Eilat on the Gulf of 
Aqaba to the refinery at Haifa). 

Nasser was thus never short of friends or foes, especially the 
latter. But in comparison with earlier years, Nasser’s attention 
outside the UAR between 1959 and 1961 was less absorbed by 
the Middle East and Arab problems of unity or disunity than by 
the affairs of the non-aligned world in general and of Africa in 
particular. 



Chapter 10 

The ‘ Sunlit Summit ’ : 

Nasser on the World Scene, 1958-61 

The early 1960s marked the peak of Nasser’s influence on the 
world scene. His control of the united Egyptian-Syrian state, the 
most powerful in the Arab world, was then briefly combined with 
a leading role among the rapidly growing number of independent 
African countries. This period was also the apogee of the in- 
fluence of the wider group of non-aligned countries, built round 
a majority of the Afro-Asian states and Yugoslavia. It was partly 
Nasser’s ability to operate through both the Arab and African 
blocs that enabled him to establish himself as one of the ‘Big 
Five’ of the leaders of ‘neutralism’, with Nehru of India, Tito of 
Yugoslavia, Nkrumah of Ghana and Sukarno of Indonesia, both 
at the ‘summit’ meeting of the United Nations General Assembly 
in September 1960 and at the Belgrade conference of non-aligned 
states in September 1961. 

As their efforts to hasten the end of colonialism successfully 
produced more and more independent countries, the attention of 
the non-aligned countries began to turn more insistently to other 
world problems. The Belgrade Conference was as much con- 
cerned with limiting the East-West cold war and checking the 
nuclear arms race as it was with anti-colonialism. Bridging the gap 
in economic development between rich and poor countries was a 
dominant theme at the Cairo conference of non-aligned countries 
in 1964. But as the non-aligned and Afro-Asian groups grew in 
number, so also their cohesion began to weaken under the 
pressure of different national interests and priorities. The process 
began with the splits among the Afro-Asian states over the 
Congo crisis in 1960. 

More serious blows to the influence of the non-aligned countries 
as a ‘third force’ (they claimed they never desired to be a third 
‘bloc’) in world affairs came at the end of 1962 with the Chinese 
border attack on India, the Cuban missile crisis between America 
and Russia and the growing Soviet-Chinese split. The world 
picture of two monolithic cold war blocs in East and West with 
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the non-aligned group able to manoeuvre in between began to 
change. America and Russia dealt more directly with each other; 
their own blocs were loosening up; and for the Afro- Asian 
countries the struggle between China and Russia added a new 
dimension to the older competition between the Western Powers 
and Soviet Communism. India, shake A first by the Chinese attack 
and then by the death of Nehru, ceased to be a serious driving 
force in the non-aligned group. In this situation Nasser became 
increasingly a key figure among the non-aligned leaders. He held 
the middle balance between those tending to lean more towards 
the West, Russia or China (himselfleaning more to the Russians), 
especially as the three-way contest spread into Africa. 

In 1960 and 1961 Nasser, in common with other neutralist 
leaders, was most concerned with three problems: keeping the 
East-West cold war from becoming mixed up with the anti- 
imperialist struggle in Africa, especially in the Congo and Algeria; 
the growing tension and arms race between America and Russia 
after the collapse of the Paris summit; and the effect of these 
crises on the future of the United Nations. 

Nasser’s campaign against the Communists in Syria and Iraq 
as well as in Egypt and his defiance of Khrushchev in 19S9 had 
helped to ease his relations with some of the Western Powers, 
particularly the United States. By 1960 Nasser had settled with 
Britain, France and the Suez Canal Company the financial 
consequences of the Suez affair: compensation for the Canal 
Company nationalization, the war damage, the freezing of 
Egyptian assets and the sequestration of British and French 
property in Egypt. Diplomatic relations were resumed with 
Britain in 1959 but ambassadors not exchanged until the spring 
of 1961, while diplomatic relations with France were not fully 
resumed until 1963. In Washington for a time Nasser came to be 
regarded in some quarters as a stabilizing anti-Communist 
factor in the Middle East, especially after Kennedy succeeded 
Eisenhower. American aid to the UAR was resumed on a 
substantial scale. In 1959-60 American aid for Egypt totalled £54 
million and in August 1960 the United States sold 900,000 tons 
of wheat to Egypt for £20*8 million in local currency (sixty-five 
per cent of which was to be spent on financing economic develop- 
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ment in Egypt). Altogether, until US aid to Egypt, much of it in 
surplus food, was suspended in 1965, it totalled about a billion 
dollars (£350 million). 

The basic mistrust between Nasser and the Western Powers 
continued, however. It fluctuated in intensity between attempts at 
coexistenoe and active hostility, according to the development of 
the anti-imperialist liberation struggle in the Arab countries and 
Africa, the degree of Western support for Israel, and the tem- 
perature of the East-West cold war. Nasser’s commitment to 
support liberation movements in the Arab world prevented a real 
rapprochement with France until the Algerian war ended with de 
Gaulle’s recognition of Algerian independence in 1962. Even then 
it was still inhibited by the fact that France was the main supplier 
of arms to Israel. The chief obstacles to better relations with 
Britain were the continued British military and administrative 
control of Aden and the Persian Gulf sheikhdoms. Not only was 
Nasser committed to active support of local Arab liberation 
movements against the remnants of imperial rule in the Arab 
world. He also believed that, in order to maintain her position in 
Arabia and the Gulf against the Cairo-supported local Arab 
revolutionaries, Britain was encouraging and organizing the 
enemies of the UAR, whether at one stage Kassim in Iraq, or 
later Jordan and Saudi Arabia in an ‘Islamic alliance’ with the 
Shah of Iran and other members of CENTO (Central Treaty 
Organization), the successor to the Baghdad Pact after Iraq’s 
defection. 

Nasser’s identification of the U AR with the African liberation 
movements and the most radical and militant group among the 
African states was another cause of tension with Britain and also 
with the United States. After the Kennedy administration took 
over in Washington in January 1961, ti. United States adopted a 
more flexible and understanding policy towards Afro-Asian anti- 
colonialism and neutralism. Kennedy began a friendly private 
correspondence with Nasser and other Arab leaders on Middle 
East problems. But Nasser’s clash with Saudi Arabia, an Ameri- 
can prot£g&, over the Yemen after September 1962 combined 
with American support for Israel to limit the extent and warmth 
of American-Egyptian cooperation. 
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Western opinion found it difficult to reconcile the idea of 
positive neutralism or non-alignment with the fact that Nasser 
and the UAR press and radio usually adopted a much more 
critical and hostile attitude towards Western policies and actions 
than towards those of the Communist bloc. The discordance was 
attributed at best to a hypocritical ‘double standard’ on the part 
of Nasser and other non-aligned leaders or, at worst, to a secret 
alliance between Nasser and the Russians to destroy Western in- 
fluence in the Middle East and Africa. 

Nasser made many attempts in speeches and interviews to ex- 
plain his conception of non-alignment. It was, he said, different 
from ‘neutrality’ on the Swiss model. It did not mean that a 
country never took sides, but that its policy was independently 
formed: it judged each case on its merits rather than adopting 
automatically the attitude of an alliance or bloc. For the UAR, 
‘our friends are our friends and our enemies are our enemies’. If 
the UAR criticized the United States and the West, it \#as not out 
of anti-Americanism or anti-Westernism, but because of what it 
considered unjust American or Western policies. To be aligned 
meant you supported someone else’s policies, right or wrong; 
non-alignment meant: ‘We say what we believe, whether this 
pleases or displeases’. 1 

However commendable such an attitude may be, it is one 
which neither nations nor individuals are usually able to main- 
tain unless they are either very powerful or prepared to pay a 
price in suffering and hardship. 

While the non-aligned countries were concerned about the arms 
race and cold war tension, they could not avoid being committed 
in the struggle against imperialism and colonialism or against 
what they called ‘neo-colonialism’, an alleged attempt to replace 
the old imperialist rule by economic domination or military pacts. 
In this struggle they could not be neutral, even though they did 
not want to belong to either of the two world blocs, and wanted 
friendship with both East and West. But neither did it mean they 
were ideologically or morally neutral: Nasser remained anti- 
communist while accepting Soviet aid. 

Addressing the inaugural session of the National Union General 
Congress in Cairo on 9 July 1960, Nasser said that in pursuit of 



The ‘ Sunlit Summit* 307 

positive neutrality and non-alignment ‘we extended our hand to 
the United States and the Soviet Union as the greatest powers 
today and expressed to them our desire for cooperation'. The 
Soviet Union gave ‘a warm response enabling us to establish 
firm friendly relations based on equality between the Arabs and 
Russian peoples. This friendship was characterized by close eco- 
nomic cooperation that reached its climax in the Soviet Union's 
participation in the High Dam and the Soviet Union's firm stand 
on our side in our great battle against imperialism.’ But, said 
Nasser, it was ‘a matter of great regret for us’ that the United 
States, despite its attitude during the Suez crisis, had not given 
the desired response. For this he blamed American policy's rela- 
tionship ‘with the imperialist powers and world Zionism’ and its 
failure to appreciate that ‘ the Arab people are their own masters 
and free to decide their own destiny’. (Yet Nasser’s relationship 
with Moscow was also to continue to have its periods of coolness.) 

In a world threatened by the nuclear arms race and the mount- 
ing cold war between the Great Powers, only the developing non- 
aligned countries, Nasser concluded, could provide the world’s 
‘conscience and voice of right and truth’. 2 

In the summer of 1960 the world w as alarmed at the collapse 
of the Paris East-West summit meeting which seemed to have 
wrecked the growing hopes of better relations between Russia and 
America. The non-aligned leaders, Nasser among them, were 
deeply worried by this turn for the worse in the cold war. Their 
main effort at the famous United Nations summit meeting, the 
Fifteenth General Assembly, that autumn, was to help Moscow 
and Washington to reopen summit talks. Their anxiety was 
sharpened - and their role as would-bc mediators made more 
difficult - by the Congo crisis which that summer brought the 
cold war into the heart of Africa and threatened the existence of 
the United Nations itself. 

From the earliest days of the Egyptian revolution, Nasser had 
emphasized the importance of Africa to Egypt. In The Philosophy 
of the Revolution, he defined the African continent as the second 
of the three circles with which the revolution is linked, the first 
being the Arab circle, and the third the Islamic world. Of the 
African circle, he said 
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We cannot under any condition, even if we wanted to, stand aloof 
from the terrible and terrifying battle now raging in the heart of that 
continent between five million whites and two hundred million Africans. 
We cannot stand aloof for one important and obvious reason - we are 
ourselves in Africa. Surely the people of Africa will continue to look to 
us - we who are the guardians of the Continent’s northern gate - we 
who constitute the connecting link between the Continent and the 
outer world. 3 

Africa was in any case closely linked with the Arab and Islamic 
circles. Apart from Egypt herself, five other Arab and predomin- 
antly Muslim states - Sudan, Libya, Tunisia, Morocco and 
Algeria - were in Africa while several other non-Arab African 
states were either entirely Muslim, like Somalia, Mauretania, Mali 
and Senegal, or had large Muslim populations, like Nigeria. But, 
as in the case of his dealings with Asia and the Arab east, for 
Nasser the question of Islam or even of Arabism was less im- 
portant than that of a common foreign policy and of solidarity in 
the anti-colonial and anti-imperialist struggle. Just as Nasser was 
closer to neutralist India than to Muslim Pakistan, and was 
hostile to Nuri’s Iraq although it was Arab, so in Africa he 
worked closely with radical, non-aligned Ghana under Nkrumah 
and often clashed with Arab Tunisia and with partly Muslim 
Nigeria. 

Nasser’s words quoted above, with their rather grandiose con- 
ception of Egyptian leadership, now sound exaggerated and out 
of date. But in 1953, when they were written, Egypt was the only 
African state formerly under imperial or colonial rule to have 
attained independence, except for Libya which achieved indepen- 
dence in 1951. The only other independent states on the continent 
were Liberia, Ethiopia and South Africa. Egypt and South Africa 
were also the most developed states of Africa. The rest of the 
continent, whether ‘Black Africa’ south of the Sahara, or the 
Arab countries of north Africa, or the Sudan, which was an Arab- 
African hybrid, was in greater or lesser degree still controlled by 
the European colonial powers. Britain and France ruled most of 
the continent, with Belgium, Portugal and Spain still controlling 
important territories. 

Egypt’s first African preoccupation then was with the Sudan, 
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though she had already begun to play a part through the United 
Nations in bringing Libya and Somalia to independence and, 
through the Arab League, had given her support to the nationalist 
independence movements in Arab north Africa, the Maghreb. 

Her hopes that, once freed from British rule, the Sudanese 
would choose union with Egypt and so ensure the unity of the Nile 
Valley were dashed when the Sudan achieved independence in 
1956. Hard bargaining by the Sudanese over the Nile waters was 
one of the obstacles to an agreement on the building of the High 
Dam and relations with Egypt were strained over Egyptian 
military pressure during a border dispute at the beginning of 1958. 
After a coup in Khartoum established a military regime in the 
Sudan under General Ibrahim Abboud in 1958, relations with 
Egypt improved. Nasser paid a successful visit to Khartoum. 
Eventually a Nile Waters agreement was signed and the way 
opened for the beginning of work on the High Dam in 1960. 

There were several strands in Nasser’s African policies. Apart 
from Egypt’s geographical position, her interest in the Nile waters 
and in Arab and Muslim Africa, Nasser saw Africa as one of the 
great theatres of the struggle for national liberation against im- 
perialism and for peace through positive neutrality. This struggle, 
that had been given its first international ideological formulation 
at the Bandung conference in 1955, formed perhaps the most 
potent emotional and intellectual element in Nasser’s world 
picture. As in the case of Arab unity, so African unity seemed to 
Nasser to have a positive and a negative side. Greater unity or 
closer cooperation between the African states would be positively 
beneficial in strengthening their diplomatic influence and their 
economic power as developing countries. In a more negative 
sense, African solidarity, like that of the Arabs, could be a 
defensive weapon in protecting the African states and Egypt her- 
self from foreign and especially Western imperialist pressures. 
The liberation of African states would mean usually the departure 
of Western, and particularly British troops ; the adoption of non- 
aligned policies by the liberated states would lead to the removal 
of Western military bases. This would reduce the dangers of the 
East- West cold war in Africa. It would also remove bases from 
which Egypt herself might be threatened with reconquest or 
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politico-military pressures, an anxiety never far from Nasser’s 
mind and which was reinforced by the Suez war. 

By supporting the African liberation movements, Nasser hoped 
not only to keep British and French imperialism at bay but also 
to build up useful friends and allies for the future. With their in- 
dependence, the African states would gain votes at the United 
Nations and a certain influence in world affairs. Nasser wanted 
to be able to mobilize this support behind Arab causes such as 
that of the Palestinian Arabs and the Algerian nationalists, as 
well as disputes in which Egypt herself might be more directly in- 
volved. In later years, as Israel began to woo the Black African 
countries, the limitation of such Israeli influence became another 
of the important - and eventually least successful - aims of 
Nasser’s polity in Africa. 4 

Nasser saw the potential of a united Afro-Asian bloc as a 
bargaining factor in world politics. He hoped for advantages for 
Egypt in prestige, influence and possible material aid in playing a 
leading part in such a bloc. 

As in his response to and mobilization of Arab nationalism, 
Nasser approached African nationalism on two levels - through 
governments and through peoples or non-governmental organiza- 
tions. At first the emphasis was on popular movements because 
there were few African governments to deal with. Egypt gave en- 
couragement and refuge to African nationalist movements, some 
of whom set up their headquarters in exile in Cairo and were given 
special programmes for their propaganda on Cairo radio. At the 
beginning of 1958, the Afro-Asian Solidarity Movement, a mix- 
ture of governmental and non-governmental organizations, held 
its first conference in Cairo where it also set up its permanent 
secretariat with an Egyptian Secretary-General. This organiza- 
tion, unlike the Bandung conference, included Russian as well us 
Chinese representatives. The main Egyptian official argument for 
their inclusion was that the chief concern of the Afro-Asian 
peoples had become the struggle against imperialism in which 
there was no question of neutrality between East and West. The 
real reason may have been the Egyptian sense of obligation to the 
Russians for their economic support since Suez and the prospects 
that they might agree to build the High Dam. 9 Nevertheless, by 
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Egyptian contrivance, the Afro-Asian Solidarity Movement 
gradually became a gilded cage for the Russians and Chinese 
rather than a power-house of their influence in Africa. 

As more and more African countries gained independence, 
Nasser’s interest shifted to the African governments and their 
developing organizations. At the first conference of independent 
African states held in Accra in April 1958, five of the eight states 
represented were Arab and Muslim - the UAR, Sudan, Libya, 
Tunisia and Morocco. The others were Liberia, Ethiopiaand newly 
independent Ghana. At the second conference of African states 
at Addis Ababa in June 1960 the number of countries invited had 
risen to fifteen (two did not come). The Arab countries were now 
in a minority, despite the addition of the Algerian provisional 
govemment-in-exile. 

The resolutions of the Accra conference had laid down the lines 
of a common policy of support for the liberation of all Africa 
from colonialism, for the Algerian nationalists and of opposition 
to racialism in South Africa. They supported non-alignment be- 
tween the hostile world blocs and called for the creation of an 
‘African personality’ to be expressed through a unified foreign 
policy based on the principles of Bandung and the United Nations 
Charter. 

Nasser was closely involved in the first major test of the Afri- 
can states’ ability to play an effective international role when the 
Congo crisis developed in the summer of 1960. He promised the 
then Congo prime ministei, Patrice Lumumba, full support, in- 
cluding arms, when Lumumba canvassed African help in case 
neither the United States nor the United Nations would help him 
to end the secession of Katanga and get rid of the Belgian troops 
and mercenaries. The UAR was one of the thirteen African 
states which took part in the African ‘Little Summit’ convened 
by Lumumba in Leopoldville in August 1960. U AR troops, 500 
paratroopers, were among the contingents from the African and 
Asian states which formed part of the United Nations force sent 
to the Congo, though they were withdrawn within a few months 
after the controversial split in the Congo central government be- 
tween Lumumba and President Kasavubu. 

At first the African states were able to maintain a common 
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policy in dealing with the Congo. At Leopoldville they agreed to 
support the United Nations action in the Congo and condemned 
the 'secessionist and colonialist manoeuvres of Katanga’. But by 
the time that Nasser went to attend the UN ‘summit assembly’ 
between 23 September and 4 October 1960, this African unity had 
begun to crack. The split began oVer the breakdown of the 
Congo Central government, when President Kasavubu dismissed 
Lumumba from the premiership with the help of General Mo- 
butu, an action that Lumumba rejected as unconstitutional. Even 
more controversial than the coup itself was the action of the 
United Nations officials in the Congo which accompanied it. At 
Kasavubu *s request, the United Nations closed the Congo air- 
fields and radio stations to all except United Nations aircraft and 
personnel. This meant that Lumumba was unable to rally his 
followers by broadcasts or to mobilize his military support in the 
provinces through the use of the Russian aircraft tficn at his 
disposal. The United Nations representative, Andrew Cordicr, 
who took the decision, justified it on the grounds that it was 
necessary to prevent a breakdown of the Congo into civil war. 
But its effect was to handicap the Lumumbists and infuriate the 
Russians, who, together with the ambassadors of the U A R and 
Ghana, were expelled from the Congo by Kasavubu. Nasser 
blamed Belgian influence in Leopoldville and retaliated by seizing 
and nationalizing all Belgian properly in the UAR, valued at 
about £15 million. Khrushchev, in a series of angry speeches at 
the United Nations, demanded the resignation of Hammarskjold, 
with whom he refused any fuither cooperation. He called for a 
reorganization of the United Nations secrctatiat on the lines of a 
‘ troika ’ - replacing the Secretary-General by a committee of three 
representing the West, the Communist world and the neutrals, 
whose decisions would have to be unanimous. This would have 
meant extending the veto from the Security Council into the 
executive operations of the Secretariat, including the carrying out 
of Assembly decisions. 

All the Afro-Asian stales, including the UAR, rejected the 
Soviet ‘troika’ plan which would have crippled their own in- 
fluence in the Assembly. Almost all, again including the UAR, 
supported Hammarskjold, though many were critical of the 
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United Nations officials’ handling of Congo affairs. But they 
were divided over the question of who was the legitimate Congo 
government and on the degree to which they regarded the 
exclusion of Russian influence from the Congo with pro-Western 
or neutralist eyes. This division, basically over how neutral 
neutralists should be, was accentuated by several other new 
factors of African disunion. First there was the new independence 
of the thirteen French-speaking African states, many still under 
strong French economic and military influence. 

Then the division between radicals and moderates, between 
the more and the less neutral, was complicated by the dispute 
over Morocco's claim to Mauretania. This led to a quarrel be- 
tween Morocco and Tunisia which supported most of the other 
French-speaking African states in recognizing Mauretania’s in- 
dependence. 

Over these questions the African states split into three main 
groups: the first evolved into what became known as the Casa- 
blanca Powers. Nkrumah, Nasser and Sekou Toure of Guinea 
were its leading spirits. It included the most radical states, the 
strongest supporters of the Lumumbists and those most critical of 
Western policy and of the conduct of the United Nations officials. 

At the other extreme weic eleven of the French-speaking 
African states, in which the leaders were the Ivory Coast, Congo 
(Brazzaville) and Madagascar. They later formed the nucleus of 
the Brazzaville and Monrovia groups of African powers. Under 
strong French influence, they were unequivocally for Kasavubu 
against Lumumba and indulgent towards Katanga separatism. 
They supported Western policy largely on anti-Communist and 
anti-neutralist grounds and were critical of the other more radical 
African states. In between these two groups was a third group of 
influential ‘ moderates' which included Nigeria, Tunisia, Ethiopia, 
Liberia and the Sudan. They were less committed as between 
Lumumba and his opponents and less critical of both the United 
States and the United Nations Secretariat. 6 

On 23 September Nasser flew to New York (stopping on the 
way in Madrid to see General Franco), to attend the United 
Nations General Assembly. At the initiative of Khrushchev, most 
of the world's leading statesmen, except General de Gaulle (and. 
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of course, Mao Tse-tung) were present at this Assembly, leading 
their national delegations. It was Nasser’s first visit to a Western 
country, except for European visits to Greece and Yugoslavia. He 
did not, regrettably, visit any of America outside New York City. 
It was also his first public appearance^ before a fully international 
conference not confined to Afro-Ashin countries. He behaved 
with dignity in his public appearances and his meetings with 
Eisenhower, Khrushchev, Macmillan and other world leaders. 
When he addressed the UN Assembly on 27 September he spoke 
quietly and with comparative restraint. He was critical about 
‘imperialist designs’ in the Congo, attacked French policy in 
Algeria, where he called for self-determination through a UN- 
supervised plebiscite, and restated the Arab case on Palestine. 
But the main emphasis of his speech, as in his private talks, was 
on problems of world peace and the need to reduce cold war 
tensions between the two blocs. The United Nation^, he said, 
must be supported as the best organization for keeping the peace, 
and the non-aligned states had a great role to play in keeping 
down the temperature of the cold war. 

On his return home Nasser reported on his visit in two public 
speeches, one to the National Assembly. He said that he had gone 
to New York because, after consulting other Afro-Asian and 
positive neutralist leaders, he had felt that as a result of the 
collapse of the Paris summit conference the world was going 
through a crisis that could destroy it : its fate should not be left 
in the hands of the conflicting camps. ‘When the war comes we 
cannot be sure where the first atomic bomb will drop.’ The 
newly independent countries might be able to help bridge the 
East-West gap. It was a ‘misunderstanding’ to think that the non- 
aligned countries wanted world tension so as to get aid from both 
blocs, for the expansion of military blocs could only lead to war. 
That was why neutralist leaders (himself, Nehru, Nkrumah, Tito 
and Sukarno) had drafted a resolution for the Assembly calling 
on Eisenhower and Khrushchev to meet. 7 

The proposal of the five neutralist leaders had failed to secure 
a two-thirds majority in the Assembly but the vote showed, 
Nasser claimed, that a majority of the states in the world sup- 
ported it. This proposal and his speech to the Assembly were two 
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of the most important aspects of Nasser’s visit; the third was his 
meetings with world leaders. Eisenhower told him the United 
States wanted friendship with the U AR. Nasser replied that the 
U A R wanted this, too, but Israel and the supply of Western arms 
to her were an obstacle to closer relations. The UAR would also 
resist any ‘imperialist influence’ in Africa. Nasser felt the meeting 
was ‘a constructive step towards Arab-American friendship’. 8 
(Eisenhower, recording his impression of Nasser at this first 
meeting, wrote: ‘In presence he was impressive, tall, straight, 
strong, positive. His features, dark eyes and dark hair with grey- 
ing temples, gave him a vivid appearance. ... He quickly got to 
specifics.’) 9 

Nasser said he had had a friendly welcome in the United States 
and had tried to explain Arab views to the American people. 

World Zionism tried to picture us [tho Arabs] as savages and trouble- 
makers. . . . the citizens of New York were expecting to see Abdul 
Nasser shout and rant the way the Zionists sav 1 do in their efforts to 
deceive the American people. The American people saw a different 
picture. The picture they saw was a reflection of this free and in- 
dependent people. 10 

Nasser mentioned briefly his two meetings with Harold Mac- 
millan, who had succeeded Anthony Jfden as British premier. 
These led to an agreement to restore diplomatic relations with 
Britain at ambassadorial level. He had a ‘most absorbing’ talk 
with Castro with whom he felt a bond as a fellow-revolutionary. 

But his warmest references were to his two meetings with 
Khrushchev. They had renewed ‘an old friendship based on 
mutual respect for the viewpoints and ideologies of the other’. 
He had had a ‘frank talk’ with Khrushchev about the crisis in 
their relations in 1959 in order to consolidate the foundation of 
their friendship, 11 

By the end of the year the split in the Congo and between the 
African groups had deepened. Under heavy American pressure, 
the United Nations Assembly had recognized President Kasa- 
vubu’s appointees as the legitimate Congo government. This was 
followed by the arrest of Lumumba and the establishment in 
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Stanleyville in Orientate province of a Lumumbist government 
under Gizenga, claiming national legitimacy. 

At the invitation of the king of Morocco, a * summit ’ conference 
was held in Casablanca in January 1961 between Morocco, the 
UAR, Ghana, Guinea, Mali, Libya, Ceylon and the Algerian 
nationalist provisional government. It was Nasser’s first visit to 
the Maghreb, the Arab west. 

The Casablanca meeting was essentially one of pro-Lumumbist 
countries and its discussions centred on three main topics: the 
Congo, Israel and the concept of African political union. At the 
conference Nasser urged that the Casablanca Powers should 
carry out the threats some of them had made to withdraw their 
troops from the UN force in the Congo, unless Hammarskjold 
and the Assembly accepted the need for a new mandate, and 
that they should give direct military aid to the Gizenga govern- 
ment. The UAR then had a thousand of its troops among the 
17,500-strong United Nations Congo Force. It had shown itself 
the only country prepared to give substantial aid to the Gizenga 
government, but the Sudan had refused to allow through to 
Stanleyville any supplies not sanctioned by the United Nations. 1 2 

Stanleyville's chief contact with the outside world was through 
Cairo, but direct UAR aid was limited to the supply of a radio 
station and some technicians. 

Nasser yielded to the arguments of Nkrumah for a more 
cautious policy. Nkrumah opposed unilateral military support of 
Gizenga, and urged continued action through the United Nations. 
Geography and the lack of equipment of the African states would 
have made direct military help to Gizenga a risky enterprise. 
Such action, especially if suspected of having Communist backing, 
would also produce counter-balancing help for the Kasavubu 
regime, thus embroiling the Congo more deeply in civil war and 
outside interference. Partly as a quid pro quo, Nasser secured the 
agreement of Nkrumah to a resolution condemning Israel as an 
‘imperialist base’ - the last time he was able to get agreement 
from an African states conference on a resolution condemning 
Israel. His insistence this time may have been spurred on by 
rumours that had begun circulating in the Western press that 
Israel was making an atomic bomb from her secret nuclear 
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reactor set up with French help at Dimona in the Negev. Shortly 
before coming to Casablanca, Nasser had declared that if this 
were confirmed, the UAR would have to wage a preventive war 
‘even if we have to mobilize four million people'; if Israel were 
given nuclear weapons by imperialist states, ‘we will secure 
atomic weapons at any cost’ as the matter then would be one not 
of neutrality but of future survival. 

The resolutions of the Casablanca conference called for African 
solidarity in the political, economic and military fields and for an 
African Charter based on the ending of colonialism and foreign 
military bases on the African continent. 

Assessing the results of the conference in a speech to the UAR 
National Assembly, Nasser described it as ‘a historic event in- 
carnating African unity and the common anti-imperialist struggle 
and making nonsense of the imperialist attempt to divide the 
continent at the Sahara between Arab and Black Africa’. Nasser 
was already conscious of a trend among some of the ‘Black 
African’ states to prefer an organization of their own which 
would exclude Arab states, some of whose interests - for example, 
their dispute with Israel - lay outside the African continent. 

This is not the place in which to follow in detail the subsequent 
evolution of the Congo: the murder of Lumumba in Katanga 
which deeply shocked most Africans, for whom he had become a 
nationalist symbol; the various attempts at a negotiated settle- 
ment; the fiasco of the first Katanga clash with United Nations 
forces in September 1961 ; the death of Hammarskjold in a plane 
crash in November 1961 ; and the second and more successful 
United Nations action in Katanga a year later under the new 
Secretary-General, U Thant. Nor is it possible to give a full 
account of the various manoeuvres and conferences by which the 
rival African groups were eventually brought together into one 
body, the Organization for African Unity, formed at the Addis 
Ababa conference of heads of African states in May 1963. 
Suffice it to say that for the next two years at least African unity 
and unity in the Congo proved almost as elusive as Arab unity. In 
the struggle surrounding both objectives Nasser played an im- 
portant part, though his influence in Afripan affairs diminished as 
more African states and their leaders came to the fore. Even 
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among the Arab states of Africa the revolutionary pace was set 
by the militant Algerian leader, Ben Bella, soon after Algeria 
gained her independence in 1962. Nasser was, however, able to 
prevent the split between Arab and ‘Black African* states that he 
had feared. The fact that he threw in his lot with the more militant 
and radical African states, such as Ghana and Guinea, helped to 
strengthen the influence of their ideas irt the eventual agreed com- 
mitments of the OAU to the cause of the African liberation 
movements and to positions of international non-alignment or 
non-commitment. It also helped to maintain African pressure 
behind the Algerians’ demand for self-determination and indepen- 
dence. This was a factor which must have weighed in de Gaulle’s 
decision to end a war which cost hundreds of thousands of 
Algerian dead and twice brought France herself to the brink of 
civil war. 

For the UAR itself, however, the gains from Nasser’s militant 
African policy, other than moral satisfaction and prestige, were 
less obvious. Nasser was unable to block the growing influence of 
Israel, achieved through skilled diplomacy and technical aid, in 
the Black African states - an aid he suspected of being secretly 
financed and encouraged by the United States as a means of 
combating the influence of the UAR and its associates. The 
Americans on their side were apt to see Nasser’s policy in Africa 
as simply an extension of that of the Russians, with Nasser acting 
as Moscow’s instrument in repayment for Soviet support in the 
Arab world. The main gain from Nasser's policy may have been 
the extent to which his ability to play an active role in Africa as 
well as the Middle East secured him a desperately needed eco- 
nomic development aid from both Russia and the United States. 
Would he have received as much if he had played a more modest 
and moderate role in African affairs like, say, the Sudan or even 
Nigeria? Probably not, but he would also have avoided some of 
the constant and economically damaging friction with the Western 
Powers created by his African militancy. 

All these calculations of interest no doubt entered into Nasser’s 
mind. A different calculation might have sometimes changed the 
style and scope of Nasser’s policy in Africa, but it is unlikely that 
it would have changed its substance. For as well as being a 
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calculating statesman, Nasser was a man of emotion and intense 
convictions, indeed one might fairly say a deeply moral man, how- 
ever immoral some of his methods may have appeared. It would 
be unjust not to recognize that among his most sincere feelings 
was a passionate hatred of any form of ‘colonialism’ or ‘im- 
perialism’ (words which Westerners like to write sceptically in 
quotation marks but which few people in Asia or Africa have any 
difficulty in recognizing as symbols of hateful real experiences 
that they have lived through). He had an equally passionate 
sympathy with the efforts made by those who have suffered from 
imperialism, whether in Africa, Asia or the Arab world, to stand 
in dignity on their own feet and to catch up socially and economic- 
ally with the richer and more advanced parts of the world. It was 
in the impatience of his desire to see imperialism end and these 
efforts succeed that he was a revolutionary. 

But in the summer of 1961 the turmoil in Africa was once more 
overshadowed by what seemed the even greater dangers of a war 
between the two great nuclear Powers. The summit meeting in 
Vienna in May between Kennedy and Khrushchev, far from 
reducing tension as the non-aligned leaders had hoped, appeared 
to have increased it. Khrushchev decided to put on the pressure 
over Berlin. Kennedy, determined to prove to Khrushchev that 
he was no weakling, reacted by despatching more American 
troops to Europe and increasing the American military commit- 
ment in South Vietnam. Khrushchev countered with the building 
of the Berlin wall dividing the city in two. He also resumed 
nuclear testing in the atmosphere, which had been suspended for 
two years past while a test ban treaty was being discussed in 
Geneva. 

It was against this sombre background that Nasser joined with 
leaders from twenty-three other non-aligned nations in the Bel- 
grade conference on 1 September 1961. The preparatory com- 
mittee of the conference, meeting in Cairo, decided that to 
qualify as non-aligned a country must pursue an independent 
foreign policy based on peaceful coexistence: it should take part 
neither in multilateral alliances such as NATO or the Warsaw 
Pact, SEATO and CENTO, nor in bilateral military alliances 
with Great Powers. It should not willingly have foreign military 



320 The Arab Revolution 

bases on its territory. Finally, it should be committed to support 
movements for national liberation and independence. 13 Only ten 
of the twenty-eight African independent states attended the con- 
ference in Belgrade. Tunisia and Nigeria were invited at the last 
minute: the offended Nigerians declined. 

The composition of the Belgrade Conference and its definition 
of non-alignment suggested that the conference would show a 
bias in its neutralism against the Western Powers because of their 
colonial activities and their recent policy in the Congo, and a more 
benevolent attitude towards the Soviet Union. Led by Nehru and 
Tito, who were supported by Nasser, the conference gave more 
attention, however, to the danger of a Soviet-American clash 
than to anti-colonialism. In his speech to the conference, Nasser 
stressed the need for peaceful coexistence and disarmament and 
later proposed that the conference should appeal to Khrushchev 
and Kennedy to reopen negotiations. 

Nasser attacked Western military bases and neocolonialism 
and condemned the use of NATO weapons by France and 
Portugal against the Algerians and Angolans. He also criticized 
the Soviet decision to resume nuclear tests which, he said, 
‘shocked me just as it shocked world opinion’. The failure to 
record a similar censure of the Soviet tests in the Belgrade con- 
ference final communique caused anger in Washington. The 
conference decided to send special missions to Washington and 
Moscow to urge the two blocs to start talks to reduce tension and 
avert the war threat. While Nehru and Nkrumah set off for 
Moscow to plead with Khrushchev and Sukarno and President 
Modeiba Keita of Mali flew to Washington to try to persuade 
Kennedy, Nasser returned to Cairo to face a crisis of his own. 
The UAR was on the verge of breakdown. 



Chapter 11 

The Rise and Fall of the UAR, 1958-61 


As the immediate international pressures on the UAR relaxed 
after 1958, Nasser turned more of his attention to the internal 
affairs of the new state. He found himself grappling with increas- 
ing difficulties as he tried to graft on to Syria a political system 
and an economic planning structure which were still exper imen tal 
in Egypt itself and which sprang more naturally from Egypt’s 
circumstances than from those of Syria. 

When the merger of the two countries took place, Nasser’s 
ideas about the organization of society were still largely fluid and 
unformed. But the way his mind was moving was indicated in his 
choice of a non-party national political organization outlined in 
the 1956 Egyptian constitution and in his call in the following 
year for the creation of a ‘democratic, socialist and cooperative 
society’. In the trend of his thought there was a discordance 
which the union with Syria was to accentuate. Politically, the trend 
was towards the ‘right’, not only in the suppression of Com- 
munists but also in the emphasis on central authority plus some 
consultation and discussion rather than on any real popular 
share in policy or decision-making. Economically, the trend was 
towards the ‘left’, towards public ownership and state planning, 
culminating in the launching in the summer of 1961 of what was 
virtually a ‘second revolution’ with the extension of nationaliza- 
tion and land reform. 

In Egypt this discordance could be overcome because of the 
strength of Nasser’s own personal position and the powerful 
military and bureaucratic apparatus he conti oiled. The Egyptian 
left was weak; on the other side, a lai ge part of the industrial and 
commercial capitalism that was initially brought under public con- 
trol was not Egyptian but foreign. In Syria the situation was 
different. Despite much socialist talk, Syria had scarcely begun 
the social revolution which in Egypt had already started to affect 
both agriculture and industry. To carry through an increasingly 
socialist programme in Syria, where the ground had not been pre- 
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pared politically or economically, and where he lacked the kind 
of reliable power apparatus that he had in Egypt Nasser needed the 
active cooperation of the Syrian left, especially (in the absence of 
the Communists) the support of the Baath Socialists, the pioneers 
of the union. But for political reasons, Nhsser not only got rid of 
the Communists but also snubbed the Baath. He did not trust the 
Baathists. His aversion to them whs increased by the intrigue and 
quarrelling he found among the Baath leadership. 1 He sought 
more reliable allies in Syria among army officers who were less 
doctrinally committed and among political independents of a 
more conservative kind. He also made a genuine effort to avoid 
economic dislocation as a result of the union, and so at first 
tried to appease the Syrian business class. The consequence was 
that when his movement towards socialist planning was suddenly 
accelerated with the major series of nationalizations in 1961 
(largely for reasons connected with the economic and social 
structure of Egypt), he found that the Syriaq bourgeoisie, 
relatively strengthened by the subduing of the Syrian left and 
freed of their fears of Iraq, where Kassim had also begun to curb 
the Communists, were able successfully to revolt against him. In 
his dealings with Syria, Nasser was torn between controlling it 
too tightly and not controlling it enough. The political needs of 
Syria required compromise with the right while the social needs 
of Egypt drove Nasser towards the left. To meet Syrian grievances 
and avoid charges of Egyptian domination, he sometimes tried to 
limit the dictatorial tendencies of his Syrian instruments, such as 
Colonel Sarraj, in favour of persuasion and more liberal policies. 
But he was not prepared to accept in Syria such a degree of 
democratic discussion as might give a foothold for outside in- 
fluences from the West or from Russia or that might by con- 
tagion spread eventually through the UAR and thus undermine 
his political will in Egypt. The result was that Nasser interfered in 
Syria arbitrarily enough to arouse Syrian hostility but not power- 
folly enough to make his policies finally effective. 

_ 1° Egypt the implementation of the 1956 constitution had been 
Wjttfidbythe Suez crisis. The constitution provided for an 
|Jim!W^^ gsmbly and for a single political organization. 

May 1957 the executive committee of the 
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National Union, newly appointed by Nasser and consisting of 
three of his closest associates, Abdul Latif Baghdadi, Zacharia 
Mohieddin and Abdul Hakim Amer, began scre ening the 2,500 
candidates for the Assembly elections, rejecting nearly half of them. 

The voting in July Bor the Assembly’s 350 seats had two 
interesting new features: it was compulsory and it was open to 
women for the first time. Most of the candidates and those 
elected, apart from government ministers, were middle-class, pro- 
fessional men, lawyers, journalists, doctors, senior civil servants, 
ex-army officers, some businessmen, land-owners and fanners, 
village headmen and local mayors. There were few candidates 
from the poorer classes largely because of the £E50 deposit 
required. Among those elected were four workers, seven com- 
pany employees, two women - but no poor peasants. 2 

The Assembly opened its first meeting on 22 July 1957, the 
fifth anniversary of the revolution, with an inaugural speech by 
Nasser. The candidates had been hand-picked, but the Assembly 
members were not all mere official echoes. They included some 
who had been associated with older political groups, both on 
the right, including the Muslim Brothers, and the left. Before the 
Assembly was dissolved in March 1958, with the creation of the 
UAR, it was the forum for some criticism of the government’s 
treatment of political detainees and also of its tightening of politi- 
cal control over the universities. The pressure for the removal of 
political discrimination against students entering universities was 
strong enough to force the Minister* of Education. Kamal ed-din 
Hussein, to resign. Nasser reinstated him. 3 

In November 1957 the main body of the National Union was 
formed in Egypt with Anwar es-Sadat as its Secretary-General. 
Its constitution was laid down by presidential decree. Its first 
article defined the aim of the NationiJ T r nion as ‘the creation of 
a socialist, democratic, cooperative society free of all political, 
social and economic exploitation’. 

The slogan of a ‘socialist, democratic and cooperative society* 
was to remain the vague guiding principle of Nasser’s groping 
search for an effective political and economic doctrine until the 
regime crys tallize d in 1961-2 into a more definitely socialist 
pattern. 
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During those years, broadly speaking ‘democracy’ meant for 
Nasser the National Union, with its controlled mass organiza- 
tion, and the National Assembly, with its limited scope for dis- 
cussion; ‘socialism’ meant state control of planning and invest- 
ment and limited redistribution of wealth. The most important 
word was ‘cooperative’. This meant not only the practice of 
extending cooperatives in the traditional sense in agriculture, but 
also the principle of ‘cooperation ’ between government and 
private enterprise in both farming and industry. 

The idea of ‘cooperation’ gave a certain homogeneity to 
Nasser’s political thinking at that time. He saw the National 
Union as a political framework in which inevitably conflicting 
class interests could be resolved by discussion and cooperation in 
the interests of national unity, rather than by a Marxist class 
struggle. 4 

One of the six original principles of the Free Officers in 1952 
had been to eradicate not only ‘feudalism’ but alsg ‘the domina- 
tion of capital and monopoly over government’. They appear to 
have had in mind the political influence exercised over the 
national economy, like that of the great land-owners, by a few of 
the biggest industrialists, such as Abboud Pasha who controlled 
a sugar, textile and shipping empire with the help of government 
funds and privileges obtained through the Wafd. But just as land 
reform left agriculture still in private hands, subject to some state 
control, so the Free Officers saw the development of industry, 
which Egypt desperately needed, as being carried out by a 
mixture of public and private effort. In the first years after the 
revolution, before Suez, the regime made little change in the 
structure of Egypt’s economic system, apart from the limited land 
reform and some social welfare measures. This was partly because 
it was absorbed with completing the ‘political revolution’ of 
securing complete national independence. The aim of a balance 
between public and private enterprise was embodied in the 1956 
Constitution. 

The movement from a basically free enterprise economy, 
through a phase of ‘Guided Capitalism' 9 to an at least partially 
socialist society, did not take place in accordance with a clear 
and pre-determined ideological doctrine, but pragmatically in 
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response to economic and political pressures. Nasser later 
said, ‘we reached our ideologies through our experience. We ex- 
tracted our ideologies from the details of events we passed 
through and did not permit any ideology to force itself on 
us." 6 

One of the first and most important experiences pushing 
Nasser along the road towards greater government intervention 
in the economy was the affair of the High Dam and Suez. The 
withdrawal of the Western offer to help finance the High Dam 
and the Western * economic blockade’ during and after the Suez 
crisis confirmed Nasser’s fears of Egyptian dependence on 
foreign capital. They also indicated that his former hopes of 
relying heavily for Egyptian development on Western aid without 
political strings might have to be abandoned for some time to 
come. (These fears proved exaggerated, though Western aid never 
reached the level once hoped for.) At the same time, the Western 
‘blockade’, through the freezing of Egypt’s foreign assets, meant 
that the government, while keeping a tight control over imports, 
also encouraged local manufacturing to replace imported goods. 
Egypt needed industrialization more rapidly than ever and she 
would have to rely more than before on her own capital resources 
for investment. The nationalization of the Canal Company had 
itself seemed to point to one of the methods to be employed, 
both to make more capital and foreign exchange available and to 
reduce dependence on foreign investment. The ‘Egyptianization’ 
of all foreign banks, insurance companies and commercial 
import-export agencies in January 1957 (they had to become 
Egyptian-owned companies within five years) was accompanied 
by the creation of a National Planning Committee and of the 
‘Economic Organization’. A semi-autonomous government 
body, the Economic Organization was to control all industrial 
and commercial concerns which the government fully or partly 
owned - including steel, minerals, chemicals and textiles - and 
also to take over the sequestered British and French property. 
The latter included most of the commercial banking and insur- 
ance business of Egypt. Nasser’s decision to hand over most of 
the sequestered and Egyptianized firms to the Economic Organiza- 
tion rather than sell them to Egyptian private enterprise was one 
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of the first big steps on the road to public ownership and a 
planned economy. 

While the National Planning Committee, staffed by a technical 
secretariat of 200 and some foreign experts, was charged with 
drawing up a long-term plan for social and economic develop- 
ment, a new Ministry of Industry prepared a five-year industrial 
development plan which went into effect in 1958. The aim of the 
industrial plan was to increase the annual growth rate of in- 
dustrial output from about six per cent to sixteen per cent over 
five years. The government was to provide sixty-one per cent of 
the investment required, mostly in heavy industry or industries 
new to Egypt, but it still hoped to attract more private capital 
into industry (this had also been one of the aims of the land 
reform). 

The failure to achieve this private investment on the hoped-for 
scale (at a time when foreign aid was comparatively scarce) and 
the difficulty of exercising effective planning control over private 
enterprise led Nasser into conflict with the Egyptian business 
class and on towards increased public control of investment and 
eventually extensive nationalization. Once the process had begun 
it was further stimulated by political factors. Nasser saw the 
resistance or reluctance of the leading Egyptian capitalists from 
1960 onwards as a challenge to his power. He also feared that the 
mixture of public control and private ownership was opening the 
door to a new form of corruption. Officials were more liable to 
be bribed to grant contracts for development schemes and to help 
friends and relatives in the import-export business (there was one 
notorious case of a senior official and his engineering adviser who 
received a one per cent commission on construction work for the 
Liberation Province, the big expensive agricultural development 
scheme). There was the greater danger that the capitalists might 
buy their way back into the very centres of government power by 
building financial and social connexions with the new ruling 
group of ex-officers and technocrats. 7 

These anxieties were reinforced by the feeling that in other 
ways, too, the revolution was beginning to run down and lose 
sight of its social aims. The land reform was in difficulties. 
Economically it was a success. Production on redistributed land 
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had risen, with the incentive of ownership and the help in credit 
and technical advice given by the government through the system 
of ‘supervised cooperatives’. As a measure of social justice, the 
reform had been less successful. The redistribution of land had 
benefited perhaps a million people, farmers and their families, but 
this was only about five per cent of the peasantry. Many millions 
still had no land at all and the rest owned or rented only tiny 
holdings. The laws controlling rent and fixing minimum agri- 
cultural wages were being widely evaded, often with the conniv- 
ance of the tenants and farm workers themselves, owing to the 
acute shortage of land and jobs. There was criticism in the press 
of the amount that farmers had to pay the government in interest 
and annual repayments for the land they acquired under the 
agrarian reform. All these grievances were more deeply felt in 
1960-61 because it was a bad year for cotton, with the crops 
ravaged by cotton worm. There was also evasion of the law 
limiting the amount of land that could be owned by one person 
or his family. By exploiting the allowance made for relatives and 
the use of ‘straw men’, it was possible for a former big land- 
owner whose personal holding should not have exceeded 200 
feddans to control effectively as much as two or three thousand 
feddans. Thus he was able to maintain in his district the kind of 
power and influence over the peasantry that the revolution had 
branded as ‘feudalism’ and had tried to eradicate. 8 

Internationally, Egypt had run into quieter waters after the 
‘year of victory’ in 1958. The quarrel with Kassim in Iraq con- 
tinued and Nasser still had problems in Syria. But in neither of 
these troubles did the Egyptian public feel deeply involved. ‘Arab 
nationalism’ was not exciting enough to stir the Egyptians as a 
whole except at a time of international crisis. Nasser must have 
felt the need of a new political dynamic to keep the revolution 
going and to generate the energy required for a more rapid social 
and economic development. For Egypt had to move faster if she 
were not to be left even further behind by her increase in popula- 
tion and by the progress of the more advanced countries. 
Socialism, in the sense of state-planned development and more 
equal distribution of wealth, was one answer. Its adoption also 
involved making a new choice in the dilemma that had faced the 
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revolution from its beginning, whether to give priority to 
efficient production and economic motives or to social justice. 
The regime had at first given priority to production and efficiency 
rather than to redistribution of wealth. The economic gains from 
this policy seemed not enough to compensate for the political 
disadvantages. So more weight had to be given to equalizing 
wealth, while the state took over the task of mobilizing invest- 
ment. 

To gain control of investment sources, the government in 1960 
nationalized the Bank Misr, Egypt’s most powerful and oldest 
established financial, commercial and industrial complex, com- 
prising not only the country’s largest commercial bank but also 
factories contributing some twenty per cent of Egyptian industrial 
production. This was the first of a series of nationalization 
measures in 1960. Newspapers and magazines were ‘socialized’ 
by being given a form of self-administration responsible to the 
National Union, but the effect was to end the independence of the 
Egyptian press in the eyes of its readers, for whom this was an 
unpopular move. 

At the same time the government adopted the first compre- 
hensive five-year plan - the first stage of an ambitious plan to 
double the national income over a decade. The five-year plan 
called for a total investment in Egypt of £E1,577 million to 
increase the national income by forty per cent. Investment in 
Syria was to total 2,720 million Syrian pounds (about £270 
million). 9 By 1960 the government had assumed control over at 
least three-quarters of Egypt’s capital investment but had still 
little control over actual production. Some two-thirds of all 
national production in Egypt, including almost all of agriculture, 
was still outside government control. 10 

In his speeches to the first session of the General Congress of 
the National Union of the U AR in July 1960 and to the opening 
session of the new National Assembly (400 nominated members 
from Egypt and 200 from Syria), Nasser stressed the theme of 
social justice as well as increasing production, but still talked in 
terms of a mixed economy. But within less than a year Nasser 
had ieached the conclusion that cooperation between govern- 
ment and private capM in carrying out the five-year plans would 



The Rise and Fall of the U AR 329 

not work. This may have been due to the recalcitrance of the 
capitalists or the inefficiency of the planning methods, or both. 
Nasser's solution was not to modify the plan but to take over 
direct control of production. He then launched the UAR into 
what was described as the 'Social Revolution’, or ‘The Second 
Revolution’ (the first being the ‘Political Revolution’ which had 
established independence and broken the power of ‘feudalism’). 
In June 1961 there began a new series of nationalizations and 
other sweeping government economic measures. The whole of the 
cotton trade was taken over by the government and all import- 
export firms brought under government control. On 23 July 1961, 
on the ninth anniversary of the revolution, Nasser announced the 
nationalization of a large part of Egyptian industry and com- 
merce, including all banks and insurance companies, all heavy or 
basic industries, among them electricity and motorized transport. 
In eighty-six medium-sized companies, the state expropriated half 
of the share capital and in 117 others limited the private indi- 
vidual share holding to £10,000, the rest of the shares going to the 
state. Small-scale light industry and ‘non-exploiting’ professions 
and services were left free. 

At the same time there were new measures aimed at redistribu- 
tion of wealth and increasing workers’ control in industry. The 
limit of land-ownership was cut from 200 to 100 feddans and a 
maximum of fifty feddans for rented land. Farmers would no 
longer have to pay interest on loans from the Mortgage Agri- 
cultural and Cooperative Credit Bank. (The government had 
already reduced the interest and lengthened the repayment period 
for farmers who had bought land redistributed under the agrarian 
reform.) No incomes in any organizations were to exceed £5,000 
a year, and there was to be a new progressive income tax of up 
to ninety per cent on all incomes over £10,000. 

Workers and employees were to have the right to a twenty- 
five per cent share in the profits of their firms. They would also 
have elected representatives on the management boards of their 
firms in the proportion of one to seven. Working hours were to 
be cut from eight to seven hours a day without a reduction in 
wages. 

Speaking on 23 July in Alexandria, Nasser said the new mea- 
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sures ushered in a 4 new era of equality without hate or violence or 
spirit of revenge. . . . We meet today in the framework of a new 
society. . . .* He stressed the need for a more equal sharing of 
wealth but claimed that there had been no confiscation without 
compensation: the land-owners had been generously treated, 
being left with 100 feddans while the landless peasant received 
only five. 

If we want to have an idea of the way of life of our people [said 
Nasser], we should not look at the lights of Alexandria, Cairo or 
Damascus ... we must look at our problems far from the sparkling 
lights of great cities. We must look at the rural sector to know how the 
fellah lives. He lives on wages in the service of a land-owner; as an agri- 
cultural labourer working four or five months a year and unemployed 
the rest of the year. He can scarcely find enough to eat, to subsist, for 
himself and his children. How does an itinerant agricultural worker 
live? He lives with the lowest wage a worker can get. Five years ago I 
visited Kom Ombo [in Upper Egypt near Aswan] and the factories 
there. For lunch each worker was eating dry bread and an dtiion - all 
of them the same. None of us can accept such living conditions. 

Without economic justice and social equality, Nasser claimed, 
using a familiar argument, there could be no real democracy. 
Nevertheless, there were soon to be signs that one of the main 
weaknesses of the new ‘social revolution’ was the lack of an 
effective democratic political organization for carrying it out. 

Although the July decrees did not turn Egypt or the UAR 
into a fully socialist country - agriculture, in which two-thirds of 
the population were engaged, was still in private hands and so 
were many small urban enterprises - they involved a major 
change in the structure and direction of Egyptian society. Yet 
they were decreed by Nasser with scarcely any preliminary public 
discussion either in the National Union, the National Assembly 
or the press and radio. They were administrative decisions to be 
carried out by administrative means, through the government 
apparatus. There might be free criticism in detail of the way the 
measures were applied but no serious discussion of basic policy. 

In Egypt, at least, there had been some preparation over the 
years for this radical change, as a result of the gradual increase in 
public control and ownership. But in Syria, there had been little 
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alteration in the free enterprise system, except for the recent land 
reform and the imposition of exchange control. So to the Syrians 
the nationalization came like a bombshell. In neither half of the 
UAR did there yet exist a political organization capable of 
handling such important economic and social changes effectively 
in a democratic manner. 

Despite the elaborate network of the National Union, and the 
creation of the National Assembly, Egypt continued in practice 
to be ruled administratively by Nasser himself through a powerful 
bureaucracy. Since the revolution, ex-army officers and techno- 
crats had become a dominating element in the ministries as well 
as in publicly owned or controlled economic and cultural bodies. 
All major decisions flowed from Nasser himself, in sporadic 
consultation with his ministers and with the inner core of his old 
revolutionary associates of the Free Officers group. In any time 
of crisis, Nasser’s power base, apart from his mass popularity, 
was still the network of loyal Free Officers which now extended 
not only through the army but through all the key posts of the 
administration, especially in the intelligence and security services. 
Nasser was always aware of the need to broaden his political base. 
But in the absence of political parties, which Nasser would not 
accept, he and the Free Officers seemed never to be clear in their 
minds about the rule of organizations such as the National 
Union. They were said to be intended for the mobilization of 
national political energies behind the objectives of the revolution. 
They were to be linked with government at different levels and to 
discuss and advise on government policy. In that case, wliat was 
their real relation to the National Assembly which the top layer 
of the National Union seemed to duplicate? One explanation is 
that Nasser was trying to overcome public passivity of the kind 
that he despairingly recorded when he wrote that during the 1952 
revolution the army vanguard charged the barricades of the old 
regime and looked round to find no one following it. At the 
same time, he was still afraid of public extremism in a crisis, 
such as occurred in the years leading up to the revolution. He 
distrusted the capacity of politically conscious Egyptians to 
avoid destructive factionalism or to refrain from seeking foreign 
support, whether from West or East. So there was an ambiguity 
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about the regime's attitude towards the National Union, as 
towards its predecessor, the Liberation Rally, and its successor, 
the Arab Socialist Union. Were these organizations to be instru- 
ments for the regime’s control of the masses to guide them more 
effectively along the road of social and economic planning? Or 
were they meant to give the public more control over the regime, 
that is, greater responsibility and participation by the public in 
political life? Probably Nasser had both aims in mind - he wanted 
both to mobilize and educate the masses politically but also to 
keep ultimate power in his own hands. Where the two aims 
clashed, as they were bound eventually to do, it was the second 
which prevailed. 

The National Union was organized on a pyramidal structure 
and its greatest value, both to the regime and to the population, 
was probably at the lower levels of village, town and district. Its 
local committees were intended to help both to decentralize and 
democratize Egyptian local government, and to provide centres 
of initiative in social and cultural affairs among a conservative 
peasantry. The top of the pyramid, the Higher Executive Com- 
mittee, was chosen by Nasser from among his chief ministers and 
Free Officer supporters. 

In Syria, on the other hand, until the merger with Egypt there 
was an active party life and a parliament which was able not only 
to talk but to take decisions, though in practice its powers had 
become limited by the attempted terrorization of the opposition 
and by the influence exerted by army factions behind the scenes. 
After the merger, the Syrian parties were dissolved. The intention 
was to replace them by a National Union for the whole of the 
U AR. Under the provisional constitution for the U AR promul- 
gated on 5 March 1958, there was to be a single National Assem- 
bly for the UAR - 400 members from Egypt and 200 from 
Syria - appointed by President Nasser. Half of the Assembly 
was to be appointed from the Egyptian Assembly and the Syrian 
parliament. The other half was to be selected from the General 
Congress of the National Union. 

There was to be a central cabinet for the UAR and separate 
executive councils for the two ‘regions’ - Egypt was the ‘South- 
ern Region’ and Syria was the ‘Northern’. The first UAR 
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cabinet announced on 6 March 1958 included fourteen Syrians 
among its thirty-four members. Two Syrians, Akram el Haurani 
of the Baath and Sabry al Asaly, the National bloc leader and 
former premier, were among two of the four Vice-Presidents. The 
former President of Syria, Shukri el Kuwatly, retired into the 
background with the honorific title of ‘First Arab Citizen’. In 
Syria itself, the formidable and heroically incorruptible Colonel 
Sarraj became Minister of the Interior. 

Though the Baath had theoretically dissolved itself in accord- 
ance with the official abolition of parties, it continued for a time 
to be the main political influence, together with the Baathist 
and Nasserite army officers, in the day-to-day government of 
Syria. In Egypt Nasser ruled as before. In the joint affairs of the 
UAR, Nasser and his own personal apparatus in the army and 
bureaucracy were responsible for decision-making. The Syrian 
ministers in the central government, like the Syrian officers 
brought down to serve in Egypt, found they were decreasingly 
consulted. With handsome offices and titles in Cairo, they were 
cut off from their home political base in Syria, but without 
compensating influence in the UAR as a whole. 11 

From the start there was a basic misunderstanding between 
Nasser and the Baath, who considered themselves the chief 
architects of the union. The Baath saw the purpose of the merger 
as, in the words of Salah cd-din el Bitar, ‘the Arabization of both 
Egypt and Syria’ as the first step towards an even wider union 
of Arab states. They had accepted the abolition of parties and 
their replacement by the National Union in the belief that the 
Baath would have a leading role in the National Union and the 
government. They hoped that the form of the National Union for 
the UAR would not be simply an extension of its pattern in 
Egypt, but would reflect in its ideology and structure an agreed 
ideological blend of Baath ism and Nasserism, a blend which 
would apply not only to Syria but throughout the UAR and any 
future expanded Arab union. They saw Nasser as a splendid 
capture or recruit whose personal prestige would add power to 
the Baath’s ideas. 12 

But to Nasser, the Baath were only one factor in the Syrian 
political scene. He relied in the first place on his links with the 
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Syrian army and security officers, headed by Sarraj. He did not 
at first wish to alienate other important and more conservative 
groups in Syria by making the Baath his exclusive ally. His first 
concern was to check Syria’s political disintegration, especially 
while there was any danger first of Western intervention and then 
of Communist pressure from Kasshp’s Iraq. He wanted to 
consolidate the UAR itself and did not want to bring other 
Arab states into the union at that stage. He only wanted their 
cooperation and support for his foreign policy of neutralism. 

In these circumstances he could count on widespread support 
in Syria, without the Baath, from all sections of the population, 
including the business community, who wanted stability and 
feared Communism. For many Syrians, too, disillusioned with 
their own political leaders, Nasser was welcome not as an in- 
truding Egyptian, but as a strong Arab leader. To them the 
Baath began to seem simply ‘Nasserism without Nasser '. 13 
Moreover, Nasser had no desire to give the Baath a share in the 
ideological formation of the UAR as a whole, since this would 
have given them a political influence in Egypt of which he was 
suspicious. The Baathists believed that all the influence of 
Egypt’s new ruling elite of ex-army officers and bureaucrats was 
also thrown against a more democratically based political system 
which might have curtailed their influence and privileges. 

For the Baathists, ‘Arabism’ and Arab unity were a missionary 
cause: their zeal found an echo in Syrian popular emotion, 
though they remained a small minority party in parliamentary 
terms. Nasser himself may have been enthused by the same kind 
of vision, but the general Egyptian approach was based on 
interest rather than emotion. Part of Nasser's task was to per- 
suade the sceptical Egyptian public of the value of the union, in 
both sentimental and practical terms. To support his persuasion, 
the official propaganda machine concentrated on the Arab 
centuries of Egypt’s history and the Arab aspects of her civiliza- 
tion. But the average Egyptian bureaucrat or technocrat was 
inclined to look on Syria, with its five million people, compared 
with Egypt’s more than twenty-five million, as a country Egypt 
had taken over to help to administer in her own interest. To the 
touchy and sophisticated Syrian middle class this often looked like 
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a patronizing attitude verging on colonialism. This did not 
necessarily mean that Egypt was trying to exploit Syria economic- 
ally in any damaging sense. On the contrary, Syria benefited 
from additional public investment and from the help of Egyptian 
technicians and professional men in certain fields. Syrian business- 
men profited more than Egyptians from freedom of trade between 
the two countries. 

In his speech on the first anniversary of the UAR, Nasser 
was able to claim a number of important internal achievements in 
the first year of the merger, a year which had been, he said, 
chiefly devoted to planning and the study of economic develop- 
ment. Perhaps the most important changes affecting Syria were 
the introduction of land reform, the abolition of tribal law in the 
desert areas, and the launching of a five-year industrialization 
plan to cost some 560 million Syrian pounds (about £56 million). 
Schools and university places, agricultural projects and road- 
building had substantially expanded. In Egypt there was progress 
towards the building of the High Dam and the development of 
the New Valley. The latter was an ambitious scheme for agri- 
cultural development in a large area linking a string of oases in 
the desert parallel with the Nile valley. The iron and steel plant, 
built at Helwan outside Cairo, with the help of West German 
capital and technicians, had begun production. This plant was to 
prove of more value as a morale-raising symbol of Egypt’s 
determination to industrialize and as a training ground for tech- 
nicians and management than as a profitable economic invest- 
ment. For years it ran at a loss and under capacity, absorbing 
large quantities of precious public investment capital. 

The merger of the Syrian and Egyptian economies ran into 
four main difficulties. The first was intractable natural disaster. 
A three-year-long drought severely cut Syrian agricultural 
production and reduced the Syrian national income in 1960 by a 
third. It wiped out Syria’s profitable grain exports and forced 
her to import wheat instead. 

The second difficulty, temporarily aggravating the first, was 
the manner in which the land reform, a landmark in Syria’s 
social history, was implemented. The land reform in Syria was 
both more extensive and more drastic than in Egypt. It affected 
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sixty per cent of the cultivated land as compared with ten per 
cent in Egypt. But it was criticized for making insufficient allow- 
ance for the variety of land and the different types of cultivation 
and farm organization in the various regions of Syria. 

The third cause of trouble was the attempt to bring Syria into 
line with Egypt’s strict system of foreign exchange control. 
Syrian merchants had a well-developed import-export trade on a 
free exchange basis. If exchange control were to be extended to 
Syria at all - and this was probably inevitable if the economic 
merger of the two countries was to make sense - it needed to be 
done both more rapidly and with more careful preparation to 
avoid the massive flight of Syrian capital abroad which took place. 
Finally, the most serious difficulty arose from the introduction 
of a new progressive income tax and the large-scale nationaliza- 
tion of banks, insurance companies and industrial enterprises 
decreed in July 1961, following the public control of their opera- 
tions under the state planning system. 

Much has been written about the virtues of Syrian free enter- 
prise and its incompatibility with the itatism imposed from 
Egypt. In fact, there is little doubt that Syria needed more plan- 
ning of its economy and more public investment. Even the opera- 
tion of private enterprise suffered from the weakness of the 
public sector which had failed in many cases to provide the 
investment in infrastructure, such as roads, railways, irrigation 
and state social and technical services, required for a developing 
country. Nor, despite Syria’s advantage of plentiful land, under- 
population and greater literacy, was the distribution of wealth 
in Syria more socially just than in Egypt, whether before or after 
the revolution. Land reform was as great a social need in Syria, 
especially in certain areas, as it had been in Egypt. 

The conditions in each country were, however, clearly suffi- 
ciently different to require different methods of economic and 
social planning. Perhaps nationalization of Syria’s small but 
efficient industrial sector was less urgent or important economic- 
ally than in Egypt and created a disproportionate political opposi- 
tion. The process could have been more gradual. But the biggest 
weakness in Nasser's attempts to introduce economic and social 
change in Syria lay in his failure to find a suitable political frame- 
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work. It was this failure that led to the breach between Nasser 
and the Baath, who should have been his natural partners in 
Syria if his aim was socialism. The breach was to have fateful 
consequences for years after the break-up of the UAR in 
Nasser’s dealings with Syria and Iraq and eventually in contribut- 
ing to the outbreak of the 1967 war with Israel. 

In October 1958, a new central cabinet for the UAR was 
formed, bringing Haurani, Bitar and other Baathists to Cairo and 
leaving Sarraj virtually in control of Syria. The Baathists were 
not even dominant in the Syrian regional cabinet which was 
headed by a non-Baathist former civil servant, Dr Nur ed-din 
Kahhale. In October 1959 Nasser appointed Abdul Hakim 
Amer as his viceroy in Syria with full powers to deal with the 
economic and political situation there. Amer agreed to some 
liberalization of economic controls to appease the Syrian busi- 
nessmen. Politically, his first task was to supervise the last stages 
of the National Union elections. In fact, it was Sarraj who 
‘fixed ’ them. The results were the last straw for the Baath leaders, 
who had already clashed with Nasser over the land reform and 
his policy towards Iraq. The Baath won less than five per cent of 
the 9,500 seats on the higher committees of the National Union 
in Syria. The majority elected were ‘independents’ from the 
traditional and conservative elements in Syrian society. 14 The 
Baalhist leaders, Haurani and Bitar, resigned from the UAR 
Central Cabinet and two other Baathist officers left the Syrian 
regional cabinet. The thirty-four-year-old Sarraj, whose star was 
steadily rising, became controller of the National .Union in 
Syria (his counterpart in Egypt was Kamal ed-din Hussein, the 
Minister of Education). He was the most important of six Syrians 
in the eighteen-man Higher Executive Committee of the National 
Union for the whole UAR appointed by Nasser in June 1960. 
Five months later Sarraj was appointed chairman of the Syrian 
executive council, the equivalent of prime minister of the regional 
government, and Nasser brought Amer back to Cairo. By this 
time the Baath and its army sympathizers, except for Sarraj, had 
been completely ousted from the government of both Syria and 
the UAR as a whole. 

In June 1960 Nasser appointed the 600-man National Assem- 
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bly of the UAR and seven months later asked the Assembly to 
work out a new permanent constitution, In Syria, however, the 
withdrawal of Amer and the promotion of Sarraj marked a 
tightening of the police state controls which paralleled Nasser’s 
plans for radical changes in the UAR economic structure. In a 
speech at Latakia during a visit to Syria in February 1961, 
Nasser showed his awareness of the various sources of discontent 
in the country. But he scoffed at the Beirut newspapers ‘in the 
pay of the imperialists* who said the union could not last. 
‘Crocodile tears’ were shed about economic freedom in Syria 
but where, he asked, was Syrian industry? The only factory he 
could see in Latakia was a lumber mill. As for complaints about 
political freedom, ‘By God, anyone who wants to have a con- 
versation in his house can do so without fear. We shan’t do 
anything to him. But let them come and say to the people what 
they say among themselves “We want civil liberties, we want 
democracy, we want political parties.’” When there were parties, 
Nasser added, the Syrian parliament had never been able to 
discuss land reform or social questions. 15 

Nasser was not deterred by these symptoms of unrest from 
pressing on with the radical economic changes in the UAR 
which had already been taking shape in Egypt during the 
previous years. The nationalization decrees of July 1961, a leap 
forward in the centralized control and planning of the economy, 
were issued without consulting the Syrian Minister for National 
Economy. 16 They were followed three weeks later by the cen- 
tralization of the UAR government under a single cabinet. On 
28 August Nasser told the cabinet that the aims of the new central 
government in ‘the new phase of the revolution’ were unity and 
socialism. ‘Henceforward the struggle is engaged to eliminate 
regionalism.’ Ministerial portfolios would no longer be allocated 
on the basis of national origin. The central government would 
meet in Damascus from February to May and for the rest of the 
year in Cairo or Alexandria. There would be strict centralization 
for all economic planning but a wide autonomy and decentraliza- 
tion in carrying out decisions. 

As part of this process Sarraj was made Vice-President for 
internal affairs and brought to Cairo. The removal of Sarraj 
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from Damascus was intended by Nasser partly as a measure of 
reassurance to the Syrians who had been becoming increasing ly 
restive under Satraj’s heavy policeman's hand. But while Sarraj 
was an unpopular goad to Syrian public feelings, his security 
apparatus was also the most effective safeguard Nasser had left 
for the control of Syria, at least during this critical time when he 
was estranged from the left and when his economic policy was 
bound to antagonize the right. Above all, Sarraj’s ‘promotion’ 
removed Nasser’s most efficient watchdog over the Syrian army 
officers, among whom there had been growing jealousy and 
frustration at their subordinate place in the UAR military 
hierarchy. 

Like other Syrian ministers before him, Sarraj found that his 
post in Cairo was without serious power or responsibility. After 
two months, on 15 September, he went back to Syria, apparently 
without even asking Nasser’s permission, and resigned eleven 
days later. Several officers of his security organization were then 
dismissed by Nasser. On 28 September 1961 a group of army 
officers, profiting from the virtual paralysis of the regime’s 
intelligence apparatus in Damascus, staged a swift coup which 
led within a week to the secession of Syria from the UAR. 
An armoured column moved into Damascus from a nearby 
military camp, seized the radio and army headquarters. The 
UAR vice-president, Field Marshal Amer, and General Jamal 
Feisal, commander of the UAR First Army, were held virtually 
under arrest. 

The leaders of the coup were professionally disgruntled or 
right-wing army officers in alliance with civilian politicians con- 
nected with the Syrian business class. Prominent among the latter 
were men associated with the ‘Khamissiya’ or ‘Group of Five’, 
who controlled a powerful concentration of banking, insurance 
and industrial interests. The legal adviser to the ‘Khamissiya’, 
Dr Mamoun el Kuzbari, who had been a minister under the 
former military dictator, Shishakli, became prime minister of the 
first secessionist government, formed mostly of technical experts 
and businessmen, especially bankers. In one of their first radio 
communiques, the rebels accused the U AR of having tried to 
impoverish and degrade the Syrian people. ‘We revolted,’ it said, 
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‘against those who betrayed their national responsibilities, 
misspent public and state funds, enforced a police-state type of 
government and ousted the best military personnel from the 
army.’ 17 

The coup leaders at first hinted that they did not want to break 
up the union but only to change its fopn. They offered talks on 
this basis with Amer, but Nasser refused to discuss a compromise, 
considering probably correctly that the offer was made largely to 
gain time. Amer and General Feisal were then released and 
allowed to fly back to Cairo. 

Nasser heard the news of the coup almost at once when he 
tuned into Damascus radio at two or three in the morning. It 
was, he said later, ‘one of the bitterest moments of my life’. 18 At 
nine o’clock the same morning he broadcast to the nation. 
Speaking quietly, but with his voice shaken by emotion, he said 
that what was happening in Syria was more serious than the Suez 
invasion because it was not an external aggression *but 'an 
attack on the long struggle for the creation of the Arab nation 
and Arab nationalism’. He declared that he would never pro- 
claim the dissolution of the U AR. It would be maintained as the 
bastion and vanguard of the Arab struggle. ‘We want to avoid 
bloodshed,’ he said, but announced that ‘the First Army is now 
converging on Damascus from all sides to repress the mutiny’. 19 

At midday, believing that the northern Syrian cities of Aleppo 
and Latakia were still holding out against the rebels, Nasser 
ordered 2,000 paratroopers to be flown from Egypt to support 
them, followed by the entire U AR navy and more troop rein- 
forcements in ships. But the next day, after learning that the 
Aleppo and Latakia garrisons had gone over to the rebels, Nasser 
countermanded these orders. The aircraft and ships were turned 
back. The 120 paratroopers who had already landed at Latakia 
were instructed to surrender without firing a shot. Nasser de- 
clared, 'Shall an Arab fight an Arab?’ and added, ‘I could in 
no circumstances transform this union into a military opera- 
tion’. 20 Militarily and logistically he knew a reconquest was 
impossible unless a substantial part of the Syrian army remained 
loyal to the union. 

Instead, he wisely made a virtue of necessity. The same day 
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(29 September 1961) he made the first of several speeches to the 
Egyptian people over the next few weeks in which he explained 
the difficulties encountered by the union, analysed the causes of 
its breakdown and prepared Egyptian and Arab opinion for the 
inevitable acceptance of Syria’s secession in a mood of sorrow 
rather than anger. Above all, he made it plain there was no 
question of abandoning Egypt’s attachment to Arab nationalism. 
His chief concern was to avoid a reaction in Egypt against 
commitment to the Arab world. He also wanted to dear himself 
before Arab opinion as a whole of responsibility for the break-up 
of the first serious experiment in Arab unity. 

With Amer at his side, he addressed a large crowd outside the 
National Union headquarters in Cairo. He said that the Egyp- 
tians must not let bitterness overcome reason and wisdom, the 
UAR ’must remain the fortress and focus of Arabism'. Blaming 
the coup on ‘reactionary, separatist and imperialist* elements, 
Nasser predicted - accurately as events proved - that the Syrian 
people would not give up the social gains they had made undo: 
the UAR - the end of agricultural feudalism brought about by 
the land reform, and the end of the domination of capitalism. 21 

Three days later, speaking at Cairo University, Nasser con- 
tinued the post mortem but also began to formulate what was to 
be one of the driving forces behind his new policy of Arab 
socialism - the belief that the ‘setback’ (‘one of the gravest 
moments for Arab nationalism’) was due to a mistaken softness 
and compromise with ‘reaction’. The ‘setback’ could be con- 
verted into an irresistible drive to eliminate reaction in all parts 
of the Arab world. 22 

Nasser denied allegations of Egyptian imperialism and of a 
police state in Syria. There had been, he claimed, only ninety-five 
political detainees in Syria, seventy of them Communists and 
twenty Shaabists (People’s party). How could people say it was a 
despotism when he had travelled all through Syria in an open 
car without fear? There had been no exploitation of Syria by 
Egypt. Egyptians who had been working in Syria and were now 
being expelled were army officers, doctors and engineers defend- 
ing and serving the Syrian people. The nationalization decrees 
affected only fifteen Syrian companies compared with 300 in 
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Egypt.* 3 Again, on 5 October, Nasser refuted charges that 
Egypt had exploited Syria economically. He quoted figures of 
expenditure in Syria under the union on industrial and agricultural 
development and other projects. These totalled 2,862 million 
Syrian pounds (about £280 million) in three-and-a-half years. 
The Syrian gold reserves had been uritpuched. Syria had shared 
in the revenue from the Suez Canal and her military expenditure 
had been cut by 40 million Syrian pounds. 

It was not until this speech, a week after the coup , that Nasser 
first publicly admitted the end of the union. In a broadcast from 
Cairo he announced that he would not oppose Syria’s applica- 
tions for renewed membership of the United Nations and the 
Arab League. He said he spoke with ‘a broken heart’ but called 
for national unity as the first priority in Syria. Egypt would keep 
the name, flag and anthem of the UAR. The great experiment 
was, at least temporarily, over. 24- 

In Syria, in spite of Nasser’s continued personal popularity 
among the Syrian public, there was no great upsurge of public 
demonstrations against the secession. But neither were the 
Syrians fully united in support of the change. The right-wing 
rebel alliance of officers and politicians proved as fragile as the 
usual coalitions in Damascus. The Baath leaders themselves were 
divided in their reaction to the secession. Akram Haurani and 
Salah Bitar both signed the declaration of secession by the Syrian 
parliament. But whereas Haurani continued to support the 
secession, cooperated with the conservatives and carried on a 
bitter personal campaign against Nasser, Bitar came to regard his 
signature of the declaration as a regrettable error. Bitar and 
Aflaq still hoped to find a new basis for cooperation with Nasser, 
and for the restoration of unity. 

Years later. Bitar described the causes of Nasser’s political 
failure in Syria as he had observed them as a Baath leader and a 
member of the UAR government during its first year and a half. 

President Nasser was very able, but the others, both Egyptian and 
Syrian, were very far below his level and their own responsibilities. 
There was no really free discussion or any debate of broad ideas 
among the ministers. Nasser was the first in everything - in foreign and 
home policy and in economic and social policies. I did not at all contest 
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his capacities or his leading place - he deserved that place, but I con- 
tested the idea that others had no place. From this sprang the absence 
of the institutions needed for the regime of the union. There was also a 
difference between Nasser and the other Egyptian leaders about 
Arab national consciousness. Nasser detached himself from the Egyp- 
tian view in favour of the Arab national view ... a certain personal 
view of greatness pushed him to take the leadership of Arabism. . . . But 
the rupture between Nasser and the Baath ministers in 1959 was caused 
by a certain Egyptian hegemonic view of the union. 

Bitar added - the words were spoken in 1968 after the Arab 
defeat by Israel in the previous year - 

Nasser was the first and only Arab leader capable of taking the 
leadership of an Arab renaissance. But he failed to accept a necessary 
association of other Arab progressive leaders in the management of the 
Arab cause and its policies. 25 



Chapter 12 

Arab Socialism and the National Charter, 1961-2 


The break-up of the UAR was a great blow to Nasser’s prestige. 
The blow fell when he was at the peak of his international 
influence as an Arab, African and neutralist leader. It coincided 
with a critical period inside Egypt when the sweeping new changes 
made by Nasser in the economic and social system had aroused 
deeper discontent among the former wealthy class. The double 
shock of the secession and the socialist measures also shook the 
confidence of the middle classes and the army officers. 

Nasser believed the regime was facing a real crisis, perhaps its 
most serious internal challenge since the Neguib affair in 1954. 
The successful Syrian coup was an encouragement to those who 
sought Egypt’s isolation from the Arab world and to those who 
would like to reverse the socialist changes in Egypt by similar 
means. It was a threat to what had become Nasser’s key concepts 
of Arab nationalism and socialism. 

After a brief hesitation and reappraisal, Nasser reacted with 
characteristic vigour and defiance. He re-organized his govern- 
ment with five of his old revolutionary associates grouped round 
him as vice-presidents, and passed from the defensive to the 
attack. Far from heeding those who urged him to change both 
his domestic and Arab policies, he launched a more intense 
revolutionary drive at home and abroad. He reaffirmed Egypt’s 
Arab nationalist role and Arab socialism as the bases of his 
policy but presented the relation between them in a new formu- 
lation of the ‘Arab Revolution’. This formulation enabled him 
effectively to shift the stress on to Egypt’s own development 
without abandoning her claim to Arab leadership. Henceforward, 
Egypt’s main Arab role was to be to provide the example and 
inspiration of a liberated, socialist Arab state. She would be 
ready to help other Arab states to ‘liberate’ themselves, whether 
from foreign rule or from their own ‘ feudalists and reactionaries '. 
But she would not accept political union with another Arab 
country unless it were already ‘liberated’. For there could be no 
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real constitutional unity between states with different social and 
political systems: the most that could be expected would be 
unity of policy. In this way, Nasser combined the preaching of a 
new revolutionary doctrine with a partial return in practice to 
the old Arab policy of Egypt, as it was before the union with 
Syria, the aim of which was a common Arab attitude towards the 
rest of the world under Egyptian leadership. 

The first trumpet blasts of the ‘Arab Revolution’ were sounded 
by Nasser in a televised speech to the nation on 16 October 1961. 
He proclaimed, ‘Socialism is our only road to justice’. Soc- 
ialism, as Nasser understood it, meant that the national income 
must be shared among citizens, to each according to the efforts 
he makes to produce it. But there had also to be equal oppor- 
tunities. 

From the Syrian upset, Nasser drew three broad lessons for 
the future. First, he had gone too far in appeasing the ‘reaction- 
aries’, because of a misplaced trust in their patriotism. They had 
shown that they were one of the main supports of imperialism 
against Arab unity and nationalism. Nasser presumably had in 
mind his attempts to compromise with the Syrian conservatives, 
but his warning of tougher measures was intended for the restive 
propertied class in Egypt. The second lesson was that the regime 
had failed to evolve a system of government to fit its revolutionary 
tasks. The bureaucracy was a cause of paralysis rather than an 
instrument of revolutionary change. The structure of the state 
must be overhauled. The third and most important conclusion 
concerned the need for greater popular drive behind the socialist 
revolution. It had been a mistake to open the National Union to 
‘reactionary forces’ who had turned it into a facade. The 
National Union had to be reorganized to make it ‘a revolutionary 
instrument of the national masses’. 

Nasser ended with a reassurance to tbose who feared the end of 
all private property under socialism. He was not against in- 
dividual ownership but against ‘exploiting ownership’. Under 
the new conditions, land-ownership and real estate were no longer 
‘exploitation’. Investment was still open to individual activity 
in all fields and taxed profits from it were legitimate, so were the 
ea rning s of the liberal professions. ‘Our socialist society is a 
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promising field for all who want to work but there is no place in 
it for millionaires.' 

Immediately after the speech Nasser struck an intimidating 
blow at ‘ reactionaries and feudalists ’ in Egypt whom he suspected 
might try to exploit the crisis against him. At the same time he 
carried further his socialization programme at the expense of 
'the capitalists’. Some forty once-prominent people, including 
politicians of the old regime such as Fuad Serag ed-din, the 
former Wafd Secretary-General, and members of former big 
land-owning families, were arrested; hundreds more had their 
property confiscated. Those arrested were released a few months 
later, but thousands - eventually totalling 12,000 - were ‘iso- 
lated’, that is stripped of political and civic rights, and barred 
from political or public activity, including membership of trades 
unions and cooperatives. The sequestrations continued over the 
next few months. Many of those who lost their property were of 
Lebanese, Syrian, Greek or Jewish origin, though of Egyptian 
nationality. The exodus of people of foreign or minority origin, 
especially of Greeks, which had begun as a result of the national- 
ization laws, reached a new peak in the spring of 1962. They took 
with them, like those who left after Suez, valuable skills and 
knowledge. 

Some of the fortunes confiscated were enormous: that of 
Abboud Pasha, the sugar magnate and industrialist, was said to 
be £E33 million and that of Francois Tagir £E12 million, while 
the biggest fortune of all belonged to the Badrawis, a large clan 
of land-owners. Concessions were also made to the poorer classes; 
rents, fares and the prices of consumer goods were reduced and 
school and university fees lowered. 

On 5 November, after a long cabinet meeting, Nasser announced 
details of the reorganization of the political system he had called 
for in his broadcast. This was to take place in three stages. First, 
a preparatory committee of 150 people appointed from all 
walks of life - except 'reactionaries ’ - would prepare the election 
of a 'Congress of the Popular Forces of the Nation’ to meet in 
January 1962. Nasser would submit to the Congress a ‘Popular 
Charter of National Action’ which would be discussed in public. 
On the basis of this charter there would be general elections for 
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National Union committees who would form a Grand Congress 
of the National Union. The Grand Congress would be the highest 
legislative authority of the country and would be responsible for 
drafting the UAR permanent constitution. 

The new Preparatory Committee of the Congress met in Cairo 
on 25 November against a background of tension, police repres- 
sion and alarmist reports in the controlled press of imperialist- 
inspired plots from all directions. Nasser’s changed ideas on the 
future of the National Union were set out in uncompromising 
fashion when he gave a long address to the opening session. He 
had, he said, intended the National Union to be a forum in 
which there would be a reconciliation of conflicting interests and 
a ‘bloodless settlement of the class struggle’. But the reactionaries 
had exploited this desire for peace and had made the class 
struggle inevitable. Now the National Union and political life 
would be open only to those who genuinely supported the 
socialist revolution. 

In certain discussions, said Nasser, ‘some have proposed we 
form two parties and a parliamentary system like the West with 
a governing party and an opposition. I perhaps thought of this 
myself in 1956 - but 1 saw that there existed a political and social 
revolution and that the parties and the democracy they spoke of 
were only the expression of the dictatorship of capital.’ There had, 
he claimed, been only pashas and beys and no workers in the 
pre-1952 parliaments. 

This question of political liberties was, however, raised again 
in the televised debates of the Committee in which Nasser con- 
tinued to take part. One of Egypt’s best-known writers, a liberal 
and Islamic reformist, Khalcd Mohammed Khaled, called for an 
immediate restoration of civil liberties, an end to the political 
persecution of the left and the restorer ion of parliamentary life. 
Addressing Nasser, he said, ‘Your adversaries, Mr President, and 
we ourselves have only one single argument: Where is Parlia- 
ment? Where is the Constitution? Where is the Opposition? I 
think we should answer these points before wc do anything else 
so that we may go forward under your banner to political 
maturity . . .’ l 

In his reply Nasser claimed that the Muslim Brothers had been 
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arrested and tried because they had ‘a secret army ready to 
descend on the people', while the Communists had been im- 
prisoned not because they were Marxists but because they took 
their instructions from a foreign power. 2 Nasser’s definition of 
those he thought fit or unfit to play a part, even if only a con- 
sultative one, in the future political system of the country was 
illustrated in the Committee’s decisions on the composition of the 
elected Congress and on those who were to be ‘isolated’. The 
seats in the Congress were to be shared out between certain 
political and social categories by a complicated method which 
ensured that the representation of the professional, industrial, 
commercial and bureaucratic middle class and the intelligentsia 
would be substantially weighted as against workers and peasants, 
though the latter would be more strongly represented than in any 
previous Egyptian parliament. 

Out of a total of 1,750 seats peasants were to have 375 seats 
and workers 300. The rest were allocated as follows: National 
Capitalism (representatives of industry and commerce), 150; 
members of professional associations, 225; non-unionized civil 
servants, 135; university teaching staff, 105; students, 105; 
women, 105. 3 

The main categories of persons defined by the Committee as 
subject to the penalty of isolation included: land-owners affected 
by the nationalizations of 1960 and 1961; those hostile to the 
Revolution and who had been subjected to arrest or sequestration 
at the end of 1961 ; and persons guilty of trying to influence 
public opinion in favour of political corruption. 4 

Of the thousands of isolation orders made, some 1,600, 
chiefly those applied to liberals and left-wing sympathizers, were 
rescinded within a matter of months before the National Con- 
gress of Popular Forces met. 

Nasser next turned his fire on the ‘reactionaries and feudalists’ 
elsewhere in the Arab world. In a speech at Port Said on 23 
December he officially launched the ‘Arab Revolution’ outside 
Egypt with a fierce attack on the Arab kings, especially Hussein 
of Jordan and Saud of Saudi Arabia. The kings, he alleged, were 
not only keeping their own countries backward but also were in 
league with imperialism to destroy Arab socialism and to attack 



Arab Socialism and the National Charter 349 

the UAR’s attempt to create a socially just state. He announced 
the end of the federal links between the UAR and the Yemen 
in the ‘United Arab States’. The links had never been more than 
paper ones and the Imam Ahmed had already begun to attack 
the Egyptian regime and to denounce its socialist ideas. 

The assault on the Arab kings and other ‘reactionaries* was 
carried further in a speech by Nasser on 22 February 1962, the 
anniversary of the union of Egypt and Syria. He tried first to 
answer the question he said he had heard some asking, ‘Why 
don’t we leave the Arabs alone and concentrate on our own 
affairs?’ In spite of the unscrupulous behaviour of some Arab 
rulers, he said, ‘We are Arabs and we have no choice to be 
otherwise'. Arab unity was an ‘inevitable process of nature’ and 
disunity was something imposed through the division of the Arab 
world by imperialism in alliance with certain Arab rulers. These 
‘puppets’ should not be confused with the Arab peoples, but so 
long as they were in power there could be no real unity. Just as 
the Arab world had to go through a political revolution to get 
rid of imperialist powers and their agents and spheres of influ- 
ence, so it had also to undergo a social revolution to overthrow 
the ‘exploiters, monopolists and rich parasites’ and overcome its 
backwardness. Some people were calling for the closing of the 
Arab ranks, but unity of aims was more important than unity of 
the ranks. 

The promised National Charter was presented to the National 
Congress of Popular Forces by Nassc in a five-and-a-half hour 
speech on 21 May 1962. The Charter is a key document for an 
understanding of Nasser’s political thought and of his aims in 
Egypt and the Arab world. In the very first paragraph, the 
Charter reaffirmed the Arab character of Egypt, already pro- 
claimed in the 1956 Constitution. It claimed that the Egyptian 
revolutionary experiment had had far-reaching repercussions not 
only on the life of ‘the whole Arab nation’, but also on the libera- 
tion movement in Africa, Asia and Latin America. But the 
greater part of the Charter was devoted to Egypt’s domestic 
problems. 

The Egyptian revolution was set apart from both capitalism 
and the Marxist class struggle. The Egyptian people, said the 
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Charter, resisted capitalism because it attempted to exploit 
national independence and national economic development needs 
for its own interests. At the same time, they ‘rejected the dictator- 
ship of any class and decided the dissolution of class differences 
should be the means of real democracy for the entire people’s 
working forces’. One of the * guarantees ’ of the revolution was the 
decidedly un-Marxist one of ‘ unshakeable faith in God, His 
Prophets and His Sacred Messages’. 

A "the Arab Revolution, said Nasser in the Charter, had three 
aims of freedom, socialism and unity and needed a ‘consciousness 
based on scientific conviction arising from enlightened, thorough 
and free discussion, unaffected by the forces of fanaticism and 
terrorism’. Its course was affected by radical changes which had 
taken place in the world since the Second World War. These 
changes included the emergence of the anti-imperialist nationalist 
movements in Asia, Africa and Latin America and the develop- 
ment of the Communist camp as ‘an enormous force*. Ttiere was 
also the increasing weight of ‘moral forces in the world, as in the 
United Nations, the non-aligned states and world opinion’. 

In this situation, Nasser argued, imperialism had begun to 
employ new indirect methods to dominate through economic 
blocs, monopolies and cold wars. Therefore freedom could not 
be obtained ‘by placating the imperialists or bargaining with 
them’ - as had been shown in the Suez crisis and in Algeria. In a 
characteristic Nasser formulation, imperialism was condemned 
as ‘not merely a looting of the people's resources but an aggres- 
sion on its dignity and pride’. Hostility to imperialism in any 
form and stress on the struggle for economic development were 
two of the most constant themes in the Charter. 

The Charter included a long review of Egyptian history, in 
which Nasser answered those Egyptian nationalists of the 
‘Pharaonic’ school whose arguments that Egypt should not 
become embroiled in Arab affairs had been revived by the failure 
of the merger with Syria. He argued that Egypt had never lived 
in isolation from the surrounding area, even in Pharaonic times. 
The 1919 revolution in Egypt had failed not only because its 
leaders, being from the land-owning class, as was in the nature 
of the time, ‘overlooked the need for social change’, but also 
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because ‘they failed to extend their mission beyond Sinai’ and 
failed to deduce from history ‘that there is no conflict whatso- 
ever between Egyptian patriotism and Arab nationalism*. The 
Arab nationalist struggle had thus been deprived of Egyptian 
revolutionary energy at a grave moment of crisis, because the 
Egyptian national movement thought that the division and 
domination of the Arab lands did not concern it. 

In achieving Arab unity, as well as freedom and socialisfra, 
historical and natural factors imposed on the UAR and its 
revolutionary leadership the responsibility of being ‘the nucleus 
state*. But the methods of seeking unity need not, in Nasser’s 
view, repeat those of the nineteenth-century experiments in 
national unity, such as those in Germany and Italy. Unity could 
not be imposed. It had to have a popular basis, to be peaceful in 
character and to be crowned by unanimous popular acceptance. 
Differences between the Arab governments stemmed from the 
social struggle in the Arab world through which the same revo- 
lutionary currents were flowing. 

Nasser then laid down some definitions of the stages towards 
real unity under his new concept. ‘ In the Arab world any national- 
ist government representing the will and struggle of the people 
within a framework of national independence is a step towards 
unity. Any partial unity in the Arab world expressing a popular 
will of two or more of the Arab peoples is an advanced step 
towards unity.’ The UAR must propagate its call for unity and its 
principles ‘without hesitating for one moment before the out- 
worn argument that this would be considered interference in the 
affairs of others’. The UAR ‘feels it her bounden duty to sup- 
port every popular national movement’. But it should not be- 
come involved in local party disputes in any Arab state. In other 
words, Nasser was more interested in the broad policies of other 
Arab governments than in their detailed composition or in the 
day-to-day handling of their internal affairs. Formerly he had 
been chiefly concerned that they should be in step with Egypt’s 
foreign policy of independence and non-alignment. Now he 
proposed to judge them also by their social policies. The aim of 
the UAR, according to the Charter, was to establish a union of 
cooperation between the ‘nationalist popular progressive move- 



352 The Arab Revolution 

moits in the Arab world 4 World imperialist forces and monopo- 
lies ’ aimed 4 to put the Arab territory from the [Atlantic] Ocean to 
the [Persian] Gulf under its military control, in order to continue 
its exploitation and loot its wealth.’ To defend the Arab area was 
‘primarily the responsibility of the armed forces of the UAR’. 
Nevertheless, the best defence was self-development and the 
effectiveness of armies lay in the national, economic and social 
power behind them. 

In the Charter Nasser laid down some of the principles of Arab 
socialism on which this power was to be built. He began with the 
premise that a ‘socialist solution’ for under-development was in- 
evitable because local capitalism’s links with imperialism made it 
impossible for it to lead a national drive for economic develop- 
ment. A socialist solution did not, however, require the nationali- 
zation of all means of production or the abolition of rights of 
private ownership and inheritance. It was enough to have a 
‘capable public sector’ with chief responsibility for the develop- 
ment plan and a private sector operating inside the plan frame- 
work and under public control. All the basic infrastructure of the 
economy - roads, railways, ports, airports, dams, sea, land and 
air transport and other public services, as well as financial insti- 
tutions, banks and insurance companies - should be within the 
framework of public ownership. Heavy, medium and mining 
industries should be either pubhely owned or controlled and in 
light industry there must be a ‘guiding role’ for the public sector. 
Foreign trade and at least half internal trade must be under 
public control. 

Land was not to be nationalized, but individual land-ownership 
should be kept within limits that ruled out the possibility of 
‘feudalism’, that is the exercise of political and social domination 
by big local land-owners. ‘Arab socialism’ as applied to agricul- 
ture meant not only limited land-ownership but also a co- 
operative system for technology and credit, together with public 
services in irrigation and drainage. There had to be industrializa- 
tion in the countryside to reduce rural unemployment and an 
effort to ‘raise the level of civilization in the villages’. 

Though priority had to go to the development of heavy 
industry it would not be so ruthlessly applied as in Soviet Com- 
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munist doctrine: the Egyptian masses had been so long deprived 
that consumer industry must be developed to meet their needs and 
hopes. There would be a seven-hour day in industry (a measure 
intended primarily to increase the number of jobs) and, as already 
announced by Nasser, workers would share in profits and in 
management. In the private sector of industry, free competition 
and private investment would continue. The ‘battle of produc- 
tion’ was the chief challenge to the survival of Arab society, the 
Charter declared. Family planning was also needed if the in- 
creasing rise in the population was not to prove ‘the most 
dangerous obstacle’ to the Egyptian drive to raise the standard of 
living. 

The proposals of the Charter for a political system of ‘true 
democracy’ drew lessons from both the basic Marxist thesis of 
economic power and also Egypt’s own recent past. The political 
system, it was argued, reflected the controlling economic interests 
in the state. Thus the parliamentary system in Egypt had reflected 
the ruling alliance of ‘feudalism and exploiting capital’. Peasants 
had had to vote according to the wishes of their feudal lords. 
While ‘reaction’ had to be fought, there was a natural and in- 
evitable class struggle which could be resolved peacefully in the 
framework of national unity. This framework would be provided 
by cooperation within the new Arab Socialist Union, as the re- 
organized National Union would be called. The new UAR 
Constitution should guarantee that in the ASU and in political 
and popular organizations at all levels, including the National 
Assembly, half the seats should go in free and direct elections to 
farmers and workers. There should be other measures to 
strengthen democratic control. The authority of the elected 
popular councils should be above that of the executive machinery 
of the state and local government should gradually be transferred 
from the hands of the state to that of the people. Cooperatives and 
trades unions should have a ‘ leading democratic role’ and to 
further this purpose agricultural labour unions should be set up. 

At the highest level of the state ‘collective leadership’ was 
imperative (Nasser later rejected a proposal by the Congress to 
make him President for life) and there was a ‘dire need’ for a new 
political organization, an active cadre within the ASU. 
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The Charter called for freedom of speech and guarantees for 
freedom of the press (a call never to be clearly answered). It 
claimed that the law of press organization had led to ‘the owner- 
ship of the press by the people', through the Arab Socialist 
Union. Freedom of worship was ‘sacred’ but the nation was 
warned against attempts ‘by reactionary elements to exploit 
religion’ (an obvious reference to the Muslim Brotherhood). 

In the social field, the Charter proclaimed the aim of ‘equality 
of opportunity’. It spoke of the right to medical care, education 
and work and the need for old age and sickness insurance on a 
wider scale. 

Nasser further elaborated on his ideas in public discussions 
with the National Congress of Popular Forces following his 
presentation of the Charter. He was frank about what could 
realistically be expected, for example, in social welfare. It was 
impossible, he said, to hold out hopes of unemployment insurance, 
or insurance for sickness and old-age pensions for those working 
in agriculture. Nor was an enforceable minimum wage for agri- 
cultural labourers something that could be achieved tomorrow. 

Nasser pointed out some differences between his version of 
socialism and that of Marxist-Leninism. Apart from the fact that 
it did not approve of the dictatorship of one class over another, 
'Arab Socialism’ did not advocate nationalization of land and 
also left a place for private capital in industry. Finally, Arab 
Socialism, unlike Marxist-Leninism, acknowledged religion. 

Nasser later claimed that in working out his socialist ideas, he 
had studied many models. He rejected the suggestion that he had 
closely followed Tito’s pattern and said he had looked at doc- 
trines and practice in Russia, China, India, Cuba, Sweden and 
other countries, as well as Yugoslavia, to see what might be 
usefully adapted to Egypt’s needs. 5 

For six weeks the debate on the Charter continued in public not 
only in the Congress itself but in the press, on radio and tele- 
vision and in professional groups. To Nasser’s disappointment 
the Congress members were more concerned with their particular 
professional interests than with general questions of principle, 
perhaps because the intellectuals among them, especially those of 
liberal or left-wing tendencies, were still too wary of the police- 
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state aspects of the regime to be really frank. One subject of 
general principle, however, provoked heated debate: this was an 
unsuccessful move by Muslim religious leaders to ensure that the 
Charter and any further constitution should reaffirm Islam as the 
state religion and the primacy of Islamic law in Egyptian society. 

On 30 June the Congress unanimously approved the original 
draft of the Charter. Two days later Nasser explained to the 
Congress his ideas on the creation of the new political organiza- 
tion, the Arab Socialist Union. Its structure would closely 
resemble that of the National Union which it would replace. It 
would be a pyramidal mass organization based on popular com- 
mittees at each level of the state structure from the village up- 
wards, and including also publicly owned or controlled firms and 
factories, and government departments. It would differ from the 
National Union in excluding ‘feudalists’ and ‘reactionaries’ and 
deliberately ensuring a fifty per cent representation of workers 
and peasants. It was to be the forum for political action to ensure 
that the provisions of the Charter both as regards socialist 
economic measures and political democracy were carried out. 
But Nasser made it plain that the ASU would not have any 
executive power. He seems to have intended it chiefly as a means 
of mobilizing popular support behind the new socialist policies 
and also as a forum for the political education of the humbler 
classes. The latter needed encouragement if they were to over- 
come long traditions of passivity and subservience and bridge the 
deep cultural gap between themselves and their better off or 
better educated compatriots. 

Meanwhile Nasser announced that the ASU would have a 
Provisional Executive Committee and that the first task of an 
ASU Congress would be to prepare elections for a National 
Assembly which would work out a new Constitution. 

Such were the broad outlines of ‘Arab Socialism’, its doctrines 
and proposed institutions. How was Nasser to apply them in 
practice? 



Chapter 13 
Developing Egypt: 

The Five-Year Plans and the Political System, 1962-7 


In the five years between the National Charter and Egypt’s 
defeat in the third Arab-Israel war, Nasser faced four main 
problems as he embarked on his Arab Socialist Revolution. 

Foremost was the political, economic and social development 
of Egypt. This entailed carrying through the first five-year plan 
which included extensive industrial and agricultural investment 
and continued work on the High Dam and other major projects. 
The effort to expand production had to face several hazards: the 
demand for present rather than future consumption so as to raise 
the country’s miserable living standards had to be reconciled with 
the need for investment; the inexorable pressure of population 
increase rising to a million people a year threatened to swallow 
up any gains in production; the lethargic traditions of Egyptian 
society and especially of the government machine were a constant 
brake on progress, there was the risk of a too heavy foreign 
indebtedness if funds for investment could not be raised from 
Egypt’s own resources. Linked with the drive for economic and 
social betterment was Nasser’s attempt to create a more dynamic 
but still obedient political system. Central to this attempt was the 
expansion of education and the restless role of the intelligentsia, 
some of whom were estranged from the regime because of the 
lack of liberty. 

Nasser’s second problem was the impact of the Arab Revolution 
on the rest of the Arab world (the main subject of Chapters 14 
and IS). The revolutionary upheavals of those years in the Yemen, 
South Arabia, Iraq, Syria and North Africa would probably have 
occurred whether or not Nasser had proclaimed the Arab Revolu- 
tion. Only in the Yemen, and there to a limited degree, was 
Nasser in control of the revolutionary situation which he had 
encouraged but not created. In some cases, as with the Baathist 
revolutions in Syria and Iraq from 1963 onwards, with the over- 
throw of Ben Bella in Algeria by Colonel Boumldienne in 1965, 
and the final victory of the National Liberation Front in South 
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Arabia in 1967, the upheavals brought to power leaders with 
whom Nasser or his proteges had quarrelled. But for good or ill, 
Nasser and Egypt were identified with these revolutionary move- 
ments and inspired and helped some of them. This identification 
was a complicating factor in Nasser’s third problem, his relations 
with the Great Powers. His support for ‘liberation movements’ in 
the Arabian Peninsula and in Africa, though pleasing to the 
Soviet Union, brought him into sharp collision not only with 
Britain but also eventually with the United States. The impact 
was softened only by the Western desire to ensure that Nasser 
should not be absorbed completely into the Soviet camp. 

Nasser’s concept of non-alignment also underwent a change. 
From 1962 onwards, when an international economic conference 
of non-aligned countries was held in Cairo, Nasser placed more 
stress on the economic problems of the Third World than on the 
political aims that had chiefly preoccupied the Belgrade Confer- 
ence. He saw the developing countries as forming a large group 
of the world's under-privileged who should coordinate their 
efforts to get more trade with and aid from the richer countries. 
This switch to the economic rather than the political was partly a 
response to Egypt’s own material needs, but it was also a reflection 
of the changed political situation of the non-aligned countries. 
Instead of being arbiters or mediators between the Great Power 
blocs, the non-aligned states were threatened increasingly with 
becoming victims. The Third World became the battlefield of the 
new three-way struggle for influence between America, Russia 
and China, in which the United States showed an increasing 
readiness to use military or paramilitary means to overthrow or 
prevent the installation of regimes it suspected of favouring the 
Communist states but of not having Moscow’s direct military 
protection. 

In these years Nasser walked a tight rope between East and 
West, between non-alignment and militant anti-imperialism, be- 
tween the demands of domestic development and those of the 
Arab revolutionary movements. What finally caused him to lose 
his balance was ironically the fourth problem, that he had put at 
the bottom of his list of priorities, the Arab conflict with Israel. 
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While Nasser was formulating his new ideology of Arab Socialism 
he was also grappling with serious practical difficulties at home. 
In the early months of 1962 the crisis of confidence created by the 
Syrian secession was aggravated by economic difficulties and by a 
crisis in Nasser’s relations with the army and the Free Officers. 
The loss of foreign exchange from reduced cotton sales - half of 
the 1961 cotton crop was ruined by cotton worm - coincided with 
the need to import more food because of a fall in domestic food 
production. Egypt’s foreign exchange reserves fell to £10 million 
and she sought a $150 million loan from the International 
Monetary Fund as well as increased surplus food deliveries from 
the United States. An agreement was reached with Washington 
for the supply of 200,000 tons of American wheat and for other 
food aid. 

At the beginning of his correspondence with President Kennedy, 
Nasser is said to have addressed a letter to Kennedy as from the 
ruler of the oldest but poorest country of the world to thb President 
of the youngest but richest country in the world. He thought that it 
must be difficult for Kennedy to have much idea of the kind of pro- 
blems an Egyptian leader faced : as the next best thing to Kennedy’s 
coming to see for himself he suggested that Kennedy should send 
a trusted adviser to watch the Egyptian government at work at 
close quarters and report back to him. 1 In the spring of 1962 
Kennedy sent Dr Edward Mason, his economic adviser and a 
former Harvard economic professor, to Cairo where he had 
several long talks with Nasser and with other ministers. Mason 
took away a fairly optimistic picture of the general state of the 
Egyptian economy in which the increase in the national income 
was keeping two to three per cent ahead of the increase in 
population. 

The crisis with the army in which the central figure was Nasser’s 
closest friend, Abdul Hakim Amer, was not revealed until more 
than five years later, after the 1967 war with Israel and Amer’s 
subsequent disgrace and suicide. It was then described at the 
trial of Amer’s associates and by Heykal in Al Ahram as a kind of 
’silent coup*. Both Heykal and Nasser then still referred to the 
nature of the crisis in vague terms though they described it as the 
origin of the ’centres of power’ (in the army and intelligence) and 
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the 'special political control’ over the army which were blamed 
for the military disaster of the 1967 war. The fact that Amer and 
the army became the scapegoats for the disaster naturally leads to 
caution in assessing criticism of their earlier roles. There is, how- 
ever, some independent non-Egyptian evidence which tends to 
confirm that there was a crisis of this kind and that it led during 
the subsequent years to a certain duality of power between 
Nasser on the one hand and Amer and his army entourage on the 
other. At least Amer and his men were one important group 
which Nasser had to balance against others round him. 

In the early days of the Revolution Amer had been appointed 
commander-in-chief of the armed forces. Nasser wanted to have 
a Free Officer in charge of the army as a military force and also 
to act as his chief political link with the cadre of Free Officers who 
had remained in the army. During the years after Suez Nasser 
paid less personal attention to military affairs and gave Amer a 
more or less free hand with the army. Then, after the creation of 
the UAR, came Amcr’s appointment as Nasser’s viceroy in 
Syria, his first big political job. After the Syrian secession Amer 
returned to Cairo demoralized by the failure of his mission which 
had ended humiliatingly with his arrest in Damascus in the middle 
of the night in his pyjamas. Amer himself had been well liked in 
Syria, but many of the complaints against the Egyptians there 
were directed against his entourage, most of whom were army 
intelligence officers. This and the need to tighten up security in 
Egypt led Nasser to have a new close look at the army. At the 
same lime, he reorganized the government to create round him a 
new policy-making group of five vice-presidents. Amer was one 
of the five. Two of the others, Abdul Latif Baghdadi and 
Kamal ed-din Hussein, wanted to prevent Amer from retaining 
the position of dc facto number two to the President which his 
control of the army and close personal friendship with Nasser 
had given him. 

For both military and political reasons, Nasser decided there 
must be changes in the high command and the officer corps and 
that the political and military control of the army should be 
separated. After the introduction of the National Charter he 
divided the officers into two distinct groups: those who would 
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remain professional soldiers and those who would be employed 
in civilian jobs in the government and the public sector of the 
economy. The latter had to resign from the army. Nasser told 
Amer that while remaining politically in charge of the armed 
forces he should give up the post of commander-in-chief. In 
future the commander-in-chief should be an officer chosen for 
purely military purposes. His professional qualifications would 
have to be more up-to-date and he would be replaced regularly 
every three or four years. Nasser also proposed the formation of 
a Presidential Council. This would have exercised collectively the 
political authority of the President, while individual vice- 
presidents would be responsible for different subjects. Amer 
would be responsible for army affairs. Amer agreed to these 
propositions, but his rivals among the vice-presidents insisted 
further that army appointments from battalion commander up- 
wards should be approved by the Presidential Council as a whole. 
Amer was upset and accepted this agreement only under protest. 

Amer was by all accounts a brave, generous-natured, impulsive 
but weak man, impetuously loyal to his friends, with all the 
attractive, softer side of the Saidis or Upper Egyptians. His army 
entourage encouraged his resentment and his doubts about 
handing over the army to a new commander-in-chief. One day 
in March 1962, when the appointments question was being dis- 
cussed in the embryo Presidential Council, Amer insisted on 
maintaining his right of veto, resigned and walked out. He 
disappeared and turned up later in Alexandria amid rumours of 
army officers rallying to his side and troops on the move. 

Nasser was angry and would not see him. But when Nasser 
heard that at a meeting with the other vice-presidents Amer had 
agreed to resign altogether and leave the country for Europe for 
a time, he quickly intervened. He feared the result would be a 
split inside the army and possible civil war. Moreover, quite apart 
from his friendship for Amer, the latter was still his key contact 
with the Free Officers network inside the army, the instrument on 
which in the last resort his power depended. Perhaps he may also 
have thought that if Amer’s rivals were able to get rid of him 
completely it would also strengthen their position vis-a-vis 
Nasser himself. (Both Baghdadi and Hussein were, in fact, to lose 
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their posts within the next two or three years, for different 
reasons.) 

To prevent an army split Nasser was prepared to compromise. 
He persuaded his colleagues to withdraw the agreement about 
control of appointments and made a deal direct with Amer. The 
latter was to remain deputy supreme commander with the same 
authority as before but agreed to the later appointment of a 
professional commander-in-chief. 

The outcome of the clash with Amer was to prove doubly 
dangerous. Amer's position and the influence of the ambitious 
young staff officers round him became, if anything, greater than 
before. In March 1964 when the Presidential Council was dis- 
solved, he became officially Nasser's deputy with the title of First 
Vice-President. Political control over the army became divided, in 
practice, between the ‘general political control’ exercised by the 
President and the government as a whole, and the ‘special 
political control’ exercised by Amer and his staff. The military 
efficiency of the army inevitably suffered, for the reason that 
Nasser had foreseen : Amer was no longer professionally equipped 
to plan or command a battle or campaign, and the professional 
leadership of the army was not kept up-to-date or given enough 
authority. Herein lay at least some of the seeds of the 1967 
disaster.* 

What is difficult to judge is how far, before the 1967 war, Amer 
and his supporters in the army and intelligence services, headed 
by General Salah Nasser, chief of intelligence, and Shams ed-din 
Badran, later Minister of War, were able or willing to act in- 
dependently of Nasser or to put pressure on him, or how far 
they were Nasser’s chosen instruments of power, whose mistakes 
or shortcomings in military matters or whose increasing economic 
and social privileges he condoned in o. ocr to ensure their loyalty. 

Certainly, despite his popular support and his efforts to build 
up a civilian political organization through the Arab Socialist 
Union, Nasser continued to rely in the last resort on the state 
security services - the army, police and intelligence. The military 

*The foregoing account was pieced together from different and some* 
times conflicting Egyptian and other Arab sources, including Nasser 
himself. 
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intelligence services were also active outside Egypt in supporting 
and promoting pro-Egyptian Arab revolutionary movements. 
Nasser’s relationship with Amer continued to be intimate, both 
personally and professionally. He sent Amer as his representative 
on several crucial political missions, to Saudi Arabia, to Moscow 
and to Paris to see de Gaulle. Nor cart.Nasser escape responsibility 
for the state of the armed forces or the operations of the intelli- 
gence services; either he knew what was going on and willed it or 
turned a blind eye to it, or was not effective enough to prevent it; 
or he did not know what he should have known. 

There were episodes from 1962 onwards during the Yemen 
civil war and the nationalist rebellion in Aden and South Arabia, 
in which it seemed sometimes as if the Egyptian intelligence 
services were taking initiatives of their own and sometimes as if 
Nasser was being compelled to adapt his policy to the pressures 
of Amer and the army.* 

Inside Egypt itself the failure of Nasser to put through his plan 
for a clearer separation of the political and military control of the 
army probably contributed to his decision from 1964 onwards to 
devote more of his personal attention to the development of the 
Arab Socialist Union. 2 

The ASU was slow in developing and never really came 
politically alive. Six weeks after announcing the National 
Charter, Nasser presented a draft proposal for the Arab Socialist 
Union to the ‘Congress of Popular Forces’ and in October 1962, 
the statutes of the ASU were promulgated (along the lines al- 
ready sketched in Chapter 12.) It was to have 7,000 ‘basic 
committees’, with a membership of over four million. 

After its formation the ASU was supposed to approve a new 
electoral law for the National Assembly and the new Assembly 
was to meet on 23 July 1963. But events outside Egypt, including 
talks on a possible constitutional union between Egypt, Syria and 
Iraq, held up the announcement of the electoral law until 17 
November 1963. Candidates for the 350 elected Assembly seats 
(ten more were filled by appointment) had to be over thirty years 
of age, able to read and write and to be members of the ASU. 
Half of them had to be workers or peasants. 

*See Chapter 14. 
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The Assembly was elected and held its first meeting in March 
1964. The day before it met, Nasser had proclaimed a provisional 
new constitution and lifted martial law, but as he issued new 
emergency laws the following day there was little c han ge in the 
internal security powers exercised by the government. 

At the same time Nasser reorganized his government in line 
with the provisions of the new constitution. The Presidential 
Council was abolished and Abdul Hakim Amer became the first 
among seven vice-presidents. The Executive Council was trans- 
formed into a Council of Ministers and its chairman, Aly Sab*y, 
became prime minister. The Assembly nominated Nasser for re- 
election as President. In March 1965 his term was renewed for 
six years by a plebiscite, with a meaningless majority of 99-999 
per cent of the votes. 

Nasser was then forty-seven and more than twelve years of 
power had left their mark. When I met him in Cairo for a news- 
paper interview a few months earlier in July 1964, the physically 
powerful, ebullient young man seen nine years before had been 
transformed into a calmer, slower figure, with a hint almost of 
physical frailty. It was the figure of a man approaching middle- 
age who had borne an enormous continuous burden of work and 
responsibility. AH political piston was not yet spent and could 
suddenly animate his heavy face. But he gave the impression of a 
man seeking tranquillity and a way out of endless problems 
rather than of a revolutionary eager to blaze new trails. 3 

He was still living in the same unpretentious style with, a sharp 
division between his public and private life. He was happily 
married. His wife was rarely in the public eye though not secluded 
in the old-fashioned Muslim way. She preferred to give most of 
her time to their five children. Nasser himself had no taste for 
social life or high living. He had made i: a rule for himself never 
to go to restaurants or night-clubs that he had not been to before 
he came to power. He preferred plain Egyptian food and his 
friends with more sophisticated palates regarded it as a culinary 
penance to have to dine at the President’s house: the menu 
seemed never to vary, nearly always the same dish of chicken, 
rice and vegetables - the Cairo middle-class equivalent of meat 
and two veg. 
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Nor had Nasser any special interest in the arts or in intellectual 
society, though he read widely in politics and history. He liked 
seeing films and playing tennis. Apart from Amer and his other 
political associates, his closest friend was Heykal. With Heykal he 
discussed broad political and social ideas. Heykal was also his 
Boswell, keeping a full diary of his daily activities and thoughts. It 
was Heykal who helped him produce the final draft of The 
Philosophy of the Revolution. But neither Heykal, nor any other 
associate, then or later was in any sense a power behind the 
throne as Nasser was behind Neguib. In the varying influences 
round Nasser, Heykal represented certain trends of political 
thought. He was an advocate, for example, of Egypt’s role in the 
Arab world, of the need to keep open Egyptian contacts with the 
Western Powers and to liberalize the political system at home, 
just as Zacharia Mohieddin or Aly Sabry or the Amer group 
represented other trends. But Heykal never had a power base of 
his own and in power terms was completely dependent T>n Nasser. 

When Nasser began his new term as president in March 1965, 
one of his first pressing concerns was the state of the Egyptian 
economy. The first five-year plan was nearing its end. It had some 
notable achievements to its credit, but the attempt to combine a 
high level of investment with increased consumption, more em- 
ployment and a militant foreign policy was producing signs of 
strain. There were the familiar symptoms of a too rapid expan- 
sion: inflation, balance-of-payments deficits and increasing 
foreign debt. The direct and indirect costs of Egypt’s share in the 
Yemen war* (including the loss of US wheat aid) added to the 
balance-of-payments burden. But the main problem for the new 
socialist economy was how to shift the financing of investment 
from foreign to domestic sources and at the same time keep a 
balance between the popular demand for a quick rise in living 
standards and a high rate of long-term economic growth. 4 

The broad structure of the socialist economy inaugurated in 
the 1961 nationalization decrees and described in the National 
Charter had already been laid down, although in agriculture an 
important new reorganization was just beginning. By the end of 


*See Chapters 14 and 15. 
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1964 almost all big companies of any kind had been nationalized, 
making a total of some 800 industrial and commercial concerns 
in the public sector. 5 

The government had also extended its control over the busines- 
ses still in private hands, especially in the retail and wholesale 
trades. 6 But the fact that land and houses were also not nationa- 
lized meant that two-thirds of the national wealth was still 
privately owned. Thus socialist Egypt was in reality a mixed 
economy. Its chief economic characteristics was central planning 
and control. The central planning involved little more, however, 
than the control of investment and the allocation of foreign ex- 
change, with the national plan providing targets and guidelines 
for various government agencies. 

Nasser did not envisage public ownership of land, but rather 
an increase in the number of farmers owning their own land and 
an extension of the cooperative system. By 1965, successive 
agrarian reform laws and other government measures had made 
some 1,250,000 acres (about twenty per cent of the cultivable 
area in 1952) available for redistribution. 7 About 840,000 acres 
had already been redistributed to over 300,000 formerly landless 
farmers, representing families totalling 1,500,000 people. 8 But 
these were still only about *en per cent of the rural population, 
the vast majority of which were either tenant farmers, landless 
labourers and their families or smallholders with one acre or less. 
Some of these might hope to get land made available through 
future reductions in the land-ownership limit (in July 1969, 
Nasser announced the lowering of the limit to fifty acres) and 
through government reclamation schemes. But meanwhile their 
livelihood was most affected by the availability of work, the rate 
of wages and rents and the nature of tenancy and share-cropping 
agreements. Efforts to enforce the official minimum agriculture 
wage of eighteen piastres (about 1 8p or 43 cents) a day proved 
difficult owing to the seasonal demand for labour and the huge 
numbers of surplus workers. New laws in 1962 and 1963 had tried 
to enforce stricter compliance with the regulations controlling 
rents, tenancy and share-cropping. They provided for longer 
leases, greater security of tenure and heavier penalties for evasion. 9 
Fanners who acquired land under the agrarian reform also 
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benefited from cuts in their repayment and interest terms in 1961 
and 1964. 

All sections of the rural population, including the landless, 
profited to some extent from the expansion of social services in 
the countryside. The introduction into the villages of combined 
rural welfare centres and clean drinking water, together with an 
intensive campaign against bilharzia, trachoma and malaria, 
dramatically improved health standards and worked slowly to- 
wards raising standards of hygiene, in spite of the conservatism 
and poverty of the peasants. The combined rural centres in- 
cluded health and maternity clinics, agricultural and craft schools. 
By 1966 there were nearly 700 such centres, or one to roughly each 
20,000 of the rural population. Little was done, however, to im- 
prove village housing compared with the substantial slum 
clearance and cheap house-building in the main cities and towns, 
nor were farm workers able to secure the advantages of the trade- 
union organization and the limited social security insurance en- 
joyed by an increasing number of urban and industrial workers. 
Both rural and city workers profited from the rapid expansion of 
free education, and from the increasing number of jobs made 
available in the urban areas. 

When the first five-year plan was introduced in July I960 per 
capita income in Egypt was about £E50, but in agriculture it was 
less than £E30 and for landless labourers usually smaller still. 
Egypt’s population in 1960 was twenty-six million: it was 
expected to rise at the rate of 2-8 per cent a year to reach thirty- 
two million in 1976 and fifty-three million by 1990. 

The plan, which called for a total investment in Egypt of 
£El,577 million, aimed at increasing the national income by forty 
per cent or of achieving a growth rate in terms of gdp (Gross 
Domestic Product) of seven per cent a year. The official figures 
claimed that growth achieved under the plan was 7*5 per cent a 
year or thirty-seven per cent altogether, of which 17*8 per cent 
increase was in agriculture, 50-2 per cent in industry, 128-6 per 
cent in electricity and 96-6 per cent in construction. A critical 
estimate by a non-official foreign expert put the growth rate at 
between five and six per cent. Taking account of the population 
increase, this represents a net growth in gdp of just under three 
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per cent a year, a substantial achievement for a developing 
country. 10 

Apart from electricity, construction and transport, which 
achieved a bigger expansion than planned, the growth of indus- 
trial production, to which more than a quarter of investment was 
directed, was not much more than half what was hoped for. The 
main reason appears to have been a tailing off of investment and 
of production owing to the shortage of foreign exchange. Another 
reason was the priority given to expensive and relatively un- 
productive heavy industrial projects, especially iron and steel and 
such enterprises as the Nasr Motor Car works built with the help 
of Fiat at a cost of £30 million. 11 The Nasr works was one of 
several factories that were forced to close down for a time (it has 
since reopened) or to work at only part capacity owing to the 
lack of foreign exchange to buy imported raw materials or parts 
for processing and assembly. The slow expansion of industrial 
output may have been partly due to the lack of trained manage- 
ment and skilled labour, and the priority given by the govern- 
ment to creating more jobs. Nationalization had led in many 
cases to a proliferation of an already overgrown bureaucracy in 
which too few officials were adequately trained or willing to take 
responsibility. The governn cut sought to remedy this situation 
by a training scheme for managers and by expanding the number 
of technical secondary schools. 

Throughout the economy the numbers of workers employed 
rose by 1,300,000 over the five years, an increase of twenty-two 
per cent compared with a fifteen per cent population increase. 
225,000 of the new jobs were in industry. The share of wages in 
the national income also increased, the biggest beneficiaries being 
those formerly unemployed. While average industrial wages rose 
by 22-8 per cent over the live years, tnc cost-of-living index rose 
slightly more, by 23-2 per cent, but industrial workers made gains 
through the expansion of free or subsidized social services, 
especially in education and health and to a lesser extent in cheap 
housing. 12 

The plan had provided for an investment of £E392 million in 
agricultural development including irrigation, drainage and the 
first stage of the Aswan High Dam. Agricultural output was to be 
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raised by five per cent a year but the actual increase achieved was 
3*3 per cent. 

The land reform had increased production - partly because of 
the greater government help given in the land reform areas - but 
its main purpose was social and political. A bigger increase in 
production was needed to reduce reliance on imports of foreign 
food for the country’s rapidly growing population. There was 
some controversy among the experts about whether this was com- 
patible with the growth of small private holdings. The fragmenta- 
tion of land-holdings was one of the obstacles to efficient fanning. 
Was collective or state farming needed to replace the big land- 
owners if the advantages of consolidation and planning were not 
to be sacrificed, especially in the new land to be made available 
under the High Dam scheme? The first answer found was an in- 
genious attempt to combine the virtues of private land-ownership 
with larger-scale production planning and technical control 
through the system of ‘supervised cooperatives'. 

The system was based on a combination of the agricultural co- 
operatives and the government technical supervision which had 
been set up in land reform areas, together with a new method of 
crop consolidation. The system was tried out first in land reform 
areas over which the Agrarian Reform administration and the 
Ministry of Agriculture still retained a greater degree of control. 
It was then decided in 1960 to extend it to all areas where there 
were agricultural cooperatives (there were about 3,500 of them, 
mainly concerned only with supplying credit and buying farm 
equipment). 13 In 1965 the aim was proclaimed of eventually 
introducing the system throughout the country. 

Under the system small land-holdings were consolidated and 
reorganized for production purposes (without changing their 
ownership) into units of 1,500 feddans. These units were managed 
by new cooperative societies set up under the supervision of a 
graduate from a college of agriculture and two graduates from 
agricultural and secondary schools. The aim was to improve the 
management of the land, including the introduction of an agreed 
crop rotation over a large area, without losing the initiative and 
social benefit of farmers working their own land. This co- 
operative management was backed up by an intensified govern- 
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ment effort to improve drainage, irrigation and seeds, and to in- 
crease the use of farm machinery, fertilizers and insecticides. Be- 
tween 1952 and 1964 the use of chemical fertilizer - sixty per cent 
of it produced in Egypt - doubled and there was a sixty per cent 
increase in machinery horsepower. During the same period the 
number of trained agriculturalists and veterinarians also 
doubled. 14 

From 1961 onwards farmers obtained loans free of interest 
through the village cooperatives from the state-owned Agricul- 
tural Credit and Cooperative Organization. By 1965 farmers were 
also selling all their main products at fixed prices through 
government-controlled agencies. These credit and marketing 
facilities also provided the government with some leverage for 
the introduction of the ‘supervised cooperatives’ system outside 
the land reform areas where official authority was weaker. 

The other factor in agricultural production was an increase in 
the area of cultivated land. Half a million acres of land had been 
reclaimed by 1960 and it was hoped to raise the rate of reclama- 
tion to 150,000 acres a year during the following seven years as 
the High Dam came into operation. 

When its electric power installations were completed in July 
1970 and new canals built, t! ie Dam would not only provide the 
electricity for the country’s industrial and urban expansion but 
also enough water to irrigate 1*3 million new acres and convert 
another 700,000 acres to perennial irrigation. By 1970 the Dam 
power station was already providing half Egypt’s power needs and 
an increasing number of the country’s villages had electricity. 
500,000 more acres were being cultivated. 

Two other experiments in large-scale land reclamation were 
less successful. The Liberation Province and the New Valley 
scheme, though technically productive, proved extravagantly un- 
economic and investment in them was curtailed. Nasser had held 
high hopes about the New Valley scheme in particular. Surveys 
had suggested that within about ten years a million and a half 
acres might be brought under cultivation along the line of south- 
western oases between Dakhla and Siwa. If the optimistic esti- 
mates of sub-soil water in the area proved correct, there could be 
developed a ‘New Valley’ parallel with the Nile Valley. In 1959 
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Nasser set up an Organization for Desert Reclamation, mostly 
staffed by army engineers and other military personnel, which 
organized experimental development in the ‘New Valley* as well 
as running reclamation schemes in the Sinai desert and else* 
where. During the first five-year plan, 22,000 acres were brought 
under cultivation in the Kharga and D&khla oases. Wells were 
sunk, land levelled and roads, model villages, school and clinics 
and a new township of modern flats built at Kharga. Special in- 
centives in high pay, free housing and cheap air fares to Cairo were 
offered to professional people to go and work in the new com- 
munity. But so far the hopes of an abundant water supply waiting 
to be tapped have not been fulfilled on a scale to justify a large- 
scale expansion. 

To finance investment under the five-year plan without cutting 
home consumption, Nasser had to rely heavily on foreign credit. 
The plan had aimed at ending foreign borrowing and achieving a 
balance-of-payments surplus of £E40 million by the end of the 
five-year period. In fact, it ended with a payment deficit of £76 
million in 1964-5. The total deficit over the five years of the plan 
was £413 million. The situation was made just manageable by 
the increase in foreign exchange earnings from the Suez Canal. 
After the nationalization of the Canal Company, the Egyptian 
government had widened and deepened the canal to take bigger 
ships. Between 1961, when this programme was completed, and 
1965 the Canal transit receipts rose from £E51-86 million. 

In 1965 and 1966, when Egypt was having drastically to cut 
imports and faced the extra burden of finding £50 million a year 
more to pay for the wheat hitherto supplied by the U S surplus 
food programme, new discoveries of oil in the Gulf of Suez and 
the Western Desert held the promise of a valuable new source of 
foreign exchange earnings (see Chapter 19). 

The expansion of employment and earnings, combined with the 
priority given to capital goods over consumer goods in both im- 
ports and home investment, led to inflation, shortages and rising 
prices. Home agricultural production was not rising fast enough 
to meet the increased demand for food, and other consumer 
goods such as clothing were in short supply. The government 
attempts to control supply and prices through cooperatives led to 
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a parallel black market and shortages of goods at official prices. 
By the summer of 1965 it was clear that a change of course in 
economic policy was inevitable. Nasser gave way to those eco- 
nomic advisers who argued that after the attempt at rapid expan- 
sion there had to be a cooling-off period to reduce foreign in- 
debtedness, check inflation at home and increase the amount of 
domestic saving. This meant reducing imports and trying to re- 
schedule the repayment of short-term foreign credits; seeking 
continued or increased aid from the two main aid sources, the 
United States and Russia; and taking unpopular measures at 
home to restrain consumption by higher taxes and by reduced 
consumer subsidies. 

After his return from a visit to Moscow in August 1965, 
Nasser appointed Zacharia Mohieddin prime minister in place of 
Aly Sabry to carry out this austerity policy, while he himself 
began his attempt to reduce the burden of the Yemen war by 
seeking a settlement with Saudi Arabia. During the following 
year some greater balance was achieved in the economy at the cost 
of slowing down development, restraining wages and consump- 
tion and sharply increasing the cost of living. The growth rate 
for 1965-6 dropped to about 4-5 per cent and during the follow- 
ing year preceding the war with Israel it was even lower. 

At the end of 1966 a three-year interim plan consisting of a list 
of investment projects was drafted. But the second five-year plan 
was skipped and after the 1967 wai work was concentrated on a 
third five-year plan due to start in 1 970. 

The new deflationist policy did not last long. In September 1966 
Nasser dismissed Mohieddin and replaced him by Sidky Suleiman 
at the head of a government, several of whose leading members 
were former army officers w'ith technical training and more 
radical ideas. Nasser seemed to be preparing for another change 
of course, back to economic expansion at home and to a more 
militant pursuit of the ‘Arab revolution’ abroad. A more ex- 
pansionist budget was being prepared for 1967 when the war 
with Israel broke out and defeat brought an entirely new situa- 
tion (for the post-war economic development, see Chapter 19). 

The strains resulting from the first five-year plan, the Yemen 
war and the socialist measures of nationalization were reflected in 
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symptoms of political unrest. Discontent was felt among the 
working class at the rising cost of living and among some of the 
professional class and businessmen who had been affected by 
the nationalizations. The emergence of a new privileged group of 
army officers holding influential jobs in the expanding bureauc* 
racy and the strengthening of the army’s position through the 
Yemen war also aroused resentment among the middle class and 
the intelligentsia. Then there were, of course, the former rich who 
had lost at least part of their wealth and all their political in- 
fluence. 

The Arab Socialist Union and the National Assembly provided 
neither an adequate safety valve for opposition nor a serious 
instrument for checking and influencing government policy. The 
real political struggle, limited as it was, remained clandestine: it 
was conducted either through what was left of Nasser’s two most 
active challengers, the Muslim Brothers and the Communists, or 
by local notables who still maintained a hold on the countryside 
against the influence of the government machine; or within the 
regime itself between rival power groups, including the army. 

The Muslim Brothers, it appeared, were still the most formid- 
able threat to the regime. The Brotherhood had been ferociously 
suppressed ever since the attack on Nasser’s life in 1954, so there 
was general surprise when in August 1965 Nasser announced 
that as many as 400 people had been arrested as a result of the 
discovery of another alleged plot by the Muslim Brothers to kill 
him and othei leading ministers. The surprise was caused not only 
by the numbers but also by the character of those arrested: they 
included many educated professional people, engineers, doctors, 
lawyers and army officers not usually associated with the 
Brotherhood's archaic, theocratic vision of society. 

As usual on these occasions, some Communist plotters were 
discovered and charged at the same time to keep the political 
balance of repression. They were from the pro-Chinese faction 
because the rest of the Egyptian Communist party was now 
officially cooperating with the regime. A number of imprisoned 
Communists had been released in 1 964 on the eve of Khrushchev’s 
visit to Egypt. In line with the Soviet policy of supporting friendly 
nationalist governments rather than local Communist parties in 
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the Third World, the Egyptian Communist party voted in April 
1965 to dissolve itself and support Nasser. Many more of its 
followers were then released from jail. Communist policy then 
was to create a revolutionary political cadre within the Arab 
Socialist Union. On the understanding that the Co mmuni sts and 
their sympathizers would not try to operate an organized party 
opposition, Nasser allowed a few Marxists to fill influential posts 
in government ministries and in the press. 

In April 1966, the regime launched a wide-spread drive to 
eliminate the remaining influence of ‘feudalists’ in the country- 
side, alleged to have survived their political ‘isolation’. The im- 
mediate cause of the drive, which led to the seizure of the proper- 
ties of scores of suspect land-owners, was the murder of an ASU 
village official. The murder was said to have been an act of 
revenge because the victim had begun to upset the local ‘feudalist’ 
ruling group composed of old land-owners and new officials 
whom they had corrupted. Field-Marshal Amer headed an anti- 
feudalist commission which set up committees of investigation 
throughout the country. 

Whatever the truth of the murder, the affair seemed to throw 
light on some real problems facing Nasser in his attempt to build 
a new political system round the ASU to carry through socialist 
changes. In the countryside the land reform and the suppression 
of the former political parties, especially of the Wafd, had broken 
the political power of the top layer of big land-owners and their 
hangers-on. But power and influence had not been transferred to 
the poorer peasants. It had gone in the first instance either to 
government officials or to the medium farmers and lesser not- 
ables. Some of the latter still retained considerable wealth and 
were also often minor members of big land-owning families. The 
creation of the ASU and the prosision that it and the National 
Assembly should have half its elected members and officials from 
among workers and farmers were meant in part to challenge and 
change this situation. But the definition of a ‘worker’ and a 
‘peasant’ was at first so elastic that anyone drawing a salary or 
wage without responsibility for hiring or firing, including high- 
grade professional men, specialists and technicians, or anyone 
working on their own land up to a substantial acreage, could 
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claim to stand for election in these categories. For the same reason, 
the statutory two ‘workers’ seats on the management boards of 
firms were at first often filled by high-grade staff members rather 
than lower-paid workers. The ASU was intended to be a kind of 
people’s watchdog over the conduct of local government and 
administration at every level through it* local elected committees. 
In trying to fulfil this task, the ASU was bound to run up against 
vested interests of all kinds which had grown up under the 
revolution within the government machine and among those 
connected with it, including some who enjoyed opportunities for 
corruption, privilege and abuse of power. In a countryside still 
largely peopled by illiterate and almost destitute peasants, 
it was not difficult for a new network of those enjoying such vested 
interests to take control. 

At a higher level, the ASU was nevertheless a potential threat 
to the influence of the army and the ‘army class’, an alternative 
source of political power of a more radical kind. The opposition 
of Amer and the army to a more radical development of the 
ASU was hinted at by Nasser in a speech to the National 
Assembly in 1966 when he referred for the first time to the 
existence of ‘power centres’. This occasion was recalled by 
Heykal in April 1968, shortly after Nasser had announced 
measures to strengthen the ASU. ‘Certain elements,’ wrote 
Heykal, ‘which took part in seizing power in 1952 from the old 
alliance between the British occupation, the Royal Court and the 
Egyptian upper classes did not see the need to transfer authority 
to the new alliance of the people’s working forces. .. .’ l5 To re- 
inforce the ASU and his own grip on it, Nasser created his own 
‘power centre’ inside it. This was what later became known as the 
'secret organisation’, a personally controlled network of loyal 
supporters in key positions, a kind of civilian equivalent of the 
old Free Officers’ group within the army. 

But Nasser himself was obviously in two minds about the 
ASU. He wanted it as a new popular basis for his power, as a 
guide to public feeling and as an instrument of education in 
political responsibility which might in time overcome the in- 
grained inertia and subservience of the Egyptian masses. But 
because he would not risk a real threat to his authority, he was 
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unwilling to agree to the conditions required to bring the ASU 
to life. Without a cadre of genuine political activists within it, 
the ASU remained in its lower echelons almost as tame and inert 
an organization as the National Union before it, although on the 
village level it developed a degree of local democracy and collec- 
tive discussion in place of the simple ukase of a policeman, head- 
man or official. To a large extent the ASU was run administra- 
tively rather than politically by officials and ministers. Only at 
the top, in its Supreme Executive Council, did it have an influence 
on policy-making as one of the power groups surrounding Nasser. 

For while Nasser aimed at the development of a new political 
consciousness and of a future leadership at the lower level 
through local self-government and through cooperatives and 
trades unions, the political drive to make the ASU really effective 
in the short run could come only from the educated class, sup- 
ported by a free press and radio capable of supplying informed 
criticism. But, as one Egyptian left-wing critic remarked, Nasser 
‘wanted to build socialism without socialists’. 16 Moreover, the 
Egyptian urban middle class was traditionally very status-con- 
scious and separated from the poor, whether peasants or workers, 
not only by economic interests but by a wide cultural gap. 

This cultural gap between a largely westernized and urban 
elite and the traditional Islamic and rural society of the masses 
has been perhaps the most fundamental obstacle to political 
development in modern Egypt. It is gradually being narrowed by 
the spread of education, by the growth of industry and an 
organized urban working class, and by closer contact between 
town and country. 

Nasser and his associates gave energetic attention to education. 
By building new schools at the rate of one a day, they increased 
thenumberof children receiving primary education from 1 ,300,000 
in 1952 to 3,400,000 (1,300,000 of them girls) in 1966. Primary 
schooling is free and compulsory from six to twelve and in 1969 
about three-quarters of this age group, varying from town to 
country, were attending school. In the next three-year prepara- 
tory stage about forty-five per cent of the eligible age group were 
attending government schools and some were in private schools. 
At the secondary stage, which also, lasts three years, education is 



376 The Arab Revolution 

divided into vocational (industrial, agricultural and commercial) 
and general arts and sciences. In 1969 there were 80,000 graduates 
from the secondary schools of whom 24,000 were admitted to 
universities and another 10,000 into other institutes of higher 
education. University tuition is free but students have to support 
themselves; especially gifted poor students are eligible for small 
grants and there is a student bank which lends money, up to £60 
a year, for repayment after graduation. Egypt’s four universities, 
two in Cairo, one in Alexandria and the fourth in Assiut, opened 
in 1957, had in 1969 a student population of 120,000. Another 

30.000 students were in other higher institutes and 15,000 at the 
ancient Islamic university of A1 Azhar, modernized in 1961, 

35.000 of the students were women, to be found in all faculties, 
including engineering, a figure which indicates the progress made 
in recent years towards the emancipation of women among the 
educated classes in Egypt. 

Medicine, engineering (21,000 students) and other sciences are 
now the most flourishing faculties as a result of the new emphasis 
placed by the government on technical and scientific education 
rather than the arts subjects which dominated before the revolu- 
tion. In vocational schools at primary and secondary levels, the 
numbers of students increased from 15,000 in 1953 to 100,000 
in 1969. 17 

The rapid expansion of schools and universities was perhaps 
inevitably accompanied, especially in arts subjects, by a decline 
in quality. The primary schools particularly suffered from a 
shortage of qualified teachers, overcrowded classes, and too much 
nationalistic political indoctrination during lessons. Standards 
of secondary education were also affected by the forcible in- 
corporation in to the state system - as part of ‘Egyptiani- 
zation ’ - of the three hundred or more foreign schools which once 
educated most of Egypt's former cosmopolitanly cultured ruling 
ilite. 

The fact that ‘Egypt’s new ilite is composed of scientists, 
doctors, engineers, architects, factory managers and army 
officers’ 18 is part of a cultural change that has contributed both 
to the strength of Nasser’s regime and to one of its notable 
weaknesses, namely the friction and ambiguities in its relations 
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with the ‘non- technical’ intellectuals who are an indispensable 
creative element in the national life. 

Nevertheless, the expansion of education must be accounted as 
one of Nasser’s most positive achievements. 



Chapter 14 
The Yemen War: 

Arabia and Arab Unity Moves, 1962-3 

In the year following the Syrian secession and Nasser's proclama- 
tion of the ‘Arab socialist revolution’, Egypt’s position in the 
Arab world was one of increasing isolation, at least as far as the 
Arab governments were concerned. Nasser was not only in open 
conflict with the Arab kings, especially the rulers of Saudi 
Arabia, Yemen and Jordan, but also with his fellow-revolution- 
ary, General Kassim in Iraq, as well as with the republican but 
‘reactionary’ secessionist regime in Syria. The Libyan and 
Moroccan kings, though less directly under fire, could not be 
expected to welcome Nasser’s revolutionary onslaught on the 
monarchies. The Republican President Bourguiba disliked 
Nasser for other reasons. He suspected him of interfering through 
subversive agents in Tunisia’s internal affairs and he feared the 
alliance between Nasser and the more radical elements of the 
Algerian nationalist leadership. Only in Algeria could Nasser 
find clear cause for encouragement. In March 1962 the fivian 
agreements brought the Algerian war to an end. On 3 July, after 
a referendum, Algeria was formally declared independent by 
France. A few weeks later Ben Bella emerged on top in the 
struggle for power inside the Algerian leadership and became 
prime minister of the first fully independent Algerian government. 

Nasser could legitimately claim some share of the credit for 
Algeria’s achievement of independence. The Algerian revolution 
was primarily a home-made affair. The main outside support for 
the revolution had come from Tunisia which had supplied a 
military base, sanctuary and training area, as well as diplomatic 
help. But Nasser had also given unswerving if limited support 
from the beginning in arms, money, propaganda and diplomatic 
backing. He had also helped behind the scenes, at French request, 
to bring about the final peace negotiations which led to Algerian 
independence. Ben Bella, the new prime minister, was an anti- 
imperialist revolutionary, non-aligned and socialist in the Nasser 
style. 
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In Syria, although Nasser had wisely cut his losses after the 
secession, he had not given up hope of recovering his position. 
He counted on continued popular sympathy and retained secret 
contacts with the remaining Nasserite officers in the Syrian army. 
The Syrian government for its part alternated between seeking 
reconciliation and conducting a vigorous propaganda campaign 
against Egypt and Nasser. 

In June 1962 the Baath party split on the question of how far it 
was possible to work with Egypt and Nasser for Arab unity. The 
party’s Syrian regional command, influenced by Akram Haurani, 
believed Nasser was a dictator with whom no compromise was 
possible. The new national command set up in the Lebanon 
called for a return to a union between Syria and Egypt in a federal 
rather than unitary state and on a democratic basis which would 
allow political parties. 

Nasser continued to appeal to the Syrian people over the 
heads of their government. Throug,'. the editorials of Heykal, he 
denounced the Baathists as the wreckers of the union, and laid 
down new conditions for the re-establishment of unity. In an 
article in Al Ahram on 11 June, Heykal wrote that the Syrian 
secession had shown that in future a different form of Arab 
unity would be needed. Within the unity framework, national 
entities must remain clearly identified, with their own local 
governments responsible to elected popular authority. Unity 
must be complete in defence, foreign policy and in ‘a programme 
of social work based on socialism and democracy’. A united 
Arab state should have a central parliament in which national 
entities were fairly represented and to which the central govern- 
ment should be responsible. The UAR, said Heykal, was ready 
to discuss steps towards unity with any Syrian government 
provided it spoke on behalf of the free Syrian popular will and 
that it proved its own sincerity and goodwill by an enquiry into 
the ‘unjust accusations’ made against Egypt after the secessionist 
coup. 

Instead, the Syrian government’s complaint against UAR 
interference was intensified and was carried officially to the Arab 
League. A special meeting of the League to consider it was 
called at Shtoura in the Lebanon in August. It precipitated the 
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worst crisis inside the League since its creation seventeen years 
before. Saudi Arabia and Jordan supported the Syrian complaint. 
But the other members of the League were reluctant to become 
too closely involved in the quarrel between Egypt and her 
opponents for fear that an Egyptian withdrawal might wreck the 
League completely. After an uproar lb which the police had to be 
called in, the Egyptian delegation walked out of the meeting in 
protest against the hearing of the Syrian government complaint. 
The UAR government then announced its intention of leaving 
the League unless Syria was condemned by the League for her 
attacks on Nasser as an alleged American stooge. But if Nasser 
had ever intended a final break with the League he may have 
been prevented from taking this step by the re-election as 
Secretary-General of the Egyptian Abdul Khalek Hassouna on 
15 September as a gesture of appeasement to Egypt. 

It was in this atmosphere of embattled isolation that eleven 
days later Nasser received news of a new Arab revolutionary 
outbreak from an unexpected direction, not from Syria, the most 
sophisticated of the Arab states, but from the most backward of 
them, the Yemen. On 26 September 1962, a group of army 
officers seized power in a coup in Sanaa, the capital of the Yemen, 
and proclaimed a republic in place of the ancient theocratic 
monarchy of the Imam. 

The coup was only partially successful. The Imam, believed at 
first to have died in the ruins of his palace when it was shelled 
by the rebels, escaped to the mountains, raised support among 
loyal tribes and help in money and arms from Saudi Arabia. The 
rebels appealed to Nasser for help and he responded immediately. 
The first Egyptian planes, arms and army staff officers and 
specialists were flown into the Yemen on 6 October, followed 
soon afterwards by the first shipload of Egyptian troops and 
heavier arms. 

Within a matter of weeks, as both the Republican revolu- 
tionaries and the royalists gathered strength, the Yemen was 
plunged into a ruthless civil war. Sustained by outside interven- 
tion, the war was to become a running sore in the Arab world, 
especially for Egypt, for the next five years. There is little doubt 
that Nasser did not foresee the burden he was assuming when he 
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sent his forces to the Yemen, any more than President Kennedy 
or President Johnson foresaw how heavily they would eventually 
commit the United States in Vietnam. 

Although the Yemen revolt was unexpected at the time it was 
not surprising. The country had been in a state of incipient revolu- 
tion for many years. There had already been several unsuccessful 
attempted coups. Yemen’s natural condition over the centuries 
had been an anarchic balance of power between rival religious 
sects and tribes: foreigners came or were called in to tip the 
balance one way or another, but, if the foreigners became too 
dominant, the country united temporarily to get rid of them and 
establish a precarious unity and independence until anarchy crept 
back again. 

In the 1962 revolt and the abortive coups which had preceded 
it since 1948, there was a new element. These upheavals were 
concerned not merely with a change of dynasty or the rivalry 
of religious sects but with the transformation of Yemen society, 
with an attempt to bring a country which in most respects was 
still in the Middle Ages into the modern world. They were the 
first waves of the Arab nationalist revolution washing into the 
most remote corner of the Arab world. The desire for moderniza- 
tion and a better government cut across old sectarian differences. 

The Yemen’s medieval condition was due not to lack of 
natural resources or any mental limitations of its people, but 
largely to its isolation. Situated in ihe south-western corner of 
Arabia, the Yemen is not a desert country like most of the 
peninsula but a land of fertile coastal plain and magnificent 
jagged mountains, some rising to 8,000 feet and cultivated on 
their lower slopes in careful and intricate terraces. The Yemenis 
are mostly not desert Bedouin but almost equally hardy farmers 
organized in tribes but living in villages, often remote and inacces- 
sible as fortresses on mountain ridges ; or they are merchants and 
skilled artisans, living in small towns remarkable for their 
strange and beautiful architecture of tall multi-storeyed houses 
of stone and mud. The Yemenis have most of the traditional 
Arab characteristics of individualism and personal courage, a 
fierce pride and a love of poetry and of learning. They are often 
people of sharp intelligence and natural eloquence. 
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The decisive religious and social pattern of the Yemen, still 
persistent today, had already emerged by the end of the ninth 
century with the establishment among the mountain tribes of a 
heretical Shi’ite sect of Islam, the Zeidis, under their own Imam 
or priest-king. The plainsmen and townspeople mostly remained 
orthodox S unni Muslims of the Shafdi sect, who did not recognize 
the Imam as a spiritual leader and only accepted his temporal 
rule under force of arms. For several centuries thereafter the 
Yemen had close links with Egypt. The Zeidis looked for support 
to the Shi’ite Caliphs of the Fatimid dynasty in Cairo. Then after 
Saladin had become Sultan in Egypt one of his lieutenants con- 
quered the Yemen. The connexion with Egypt continued to be 
close until the Egyptian Mamelukes in Cairo were overthrown in 
1517 by the Turks who also occupied the Yemen. It was resumed 
briefly in the early nineteenth century when the Egyptians, the 
Wahabi rulers of Arabia and the British were already engaged 
in the rivalry for influence in southern Arabia that they were to 
repeat during the past decade. After the defeat of the Wahabis 
by an Egyptian army under Ibrahim Pasha, son of Mohammed 
Ali, the Egyptians were already in the Yemen when in 1839 the 
British occupied Aden. Encouraged by the British, the Turks 
returned to the Yemen in 1849 and stayed until 1918. When the 
Turks withdrew under the terms of the armistice which ended their 
participation in the First World War, they handed over the 
government in the capital, Sanaa, to the Imam Yahya, a devout 
Zeidi leader and a powerful personality who had led several 
risings against Turkish rule. 

Yahya maintained peace and unity in the Yemen for thirty 
years but at the cost of stagnation and isolation from the outside 
oi thousands of Yemenis left the country to seek 
education and employment and to escape from the Imam's 
repressive and barbaric rule. Two main opposition groups deve- 
loped among the imigris. One was the Free Yemeni movement, 
founded in 1943 in Aden and supported by Yemeni businessmen 
there, which demanded constitutional government with an 
assembly and a limitation on the royal family’s powers. Another 
group established itself in Cairo and aired its ideas through the 
Etrotiaanress. 
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In 1948, at the age of eighty, the Imam Yahya was assassinated. 
Another Zeidi chieftain, Abdullah Ahmed al Wazir, proclaimed 
himself Imam with the support of the ‘Free Yemenis*. But he 
was quickly overthrown by the Crown Prince Ahmed, a strong 
and ruthless personality, who gathered a force of tribesmen in the 
mountains. Al Wazir and thirty-two members of his government 
were beheaded and their heads displayed on the gates of Sanaa. 
Others, including future revolutionary leaders such as Abdullah 
Sallal and Abdullah Mohammed Nomaan, a moderate con- 
stitutional reformer, were sent to the dungeons in chains. Sallal 
remained there for seven years. 

The new Imam Ahmed tried at first to continue the policy of 
his father, relying on tyrannical rule by fear and keeping out 
foreign and modernizing influences. The internal opposition was 
essentially formed of the more educated townspeople, mostly 
Shafeis. It included liberals of the Free Yemeni type, a few army 
officers and notables and tribal leaders who resented the domi- 
nance of the Imam’s family. 

In March 1955, Ahmed crushed another attempted coup, this 
time by one of his brothers. It was followed by new repression 
against the reformers, some of whom, including Nomaan, took 
refuge in Cairo. But they found no support from Egypt. Nasser’s 
policy at that time was to back the Crown Prince Mohammed al 
Badr and to bring the Imam into the Egyptian alliance with Saudi 
Arabia against the British and their Hashemite allies. The Imam 
gained the backing of Egypt and the Arab League against the 
British plan for a South Arabian federation which Arab 
nationalists saw as a British device for retaining control of Aden 
as a military base. 

In April 1956, the Imam Ahmed ventured out of his country 
as far as Jeddah in Saudi Arabia when. He signed an agreement 
for mutual aid with King Saud and Nasser. He established 
diplomatic relations with Russia and China and Crown Prince 
al Badr went to Moscow where he made an arms agreement with 
the Russians. 

The Suez war had a double effect in Southern Arabia. It stimu- 
lated the growth of Arab nationalism and anti-imperialist feeling. 
At the same time the loss of the Suez Canal base increased the 
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importance to the British of Aden as a base from which to protect 
the Gulf oil sheikhdoms where their main Middle East interest 
had now shifted. 

In early 1957 there was a revival of border warfare between the 
Yemen and the Aden Protectorates. At the end of the year Badr 
was invited to London for peace talks but they ended in deadlock. 
More Egyptian, Chinese and Russian technical aid advisers came 
to the Yemen and in March 1958 the Yemen joined the newly 
formed United Arab Republic in the ‘United Arab States’. The 
Imam's aim was to get more Egyptian support for his campaign 
to force the British to abandon their plan for a South Arabian 
federation, which was discussed at a conference on London in 
February 1959. He considered the plan to be a violation of the 
1934 Anglo-Yemen treaty since it changed the ‘ status quo' (the 
Imam interpreted the status quo agreement to refer to the general 
political status of the Protectorates and Aden which he claimed 
as part of Yemen, while the British considered that Preferred only 
to the line of the frontiers). The Protectorate rulers and tribesmen 
were themselves divided about the federation proposal, many be- 
ing hostile to it. The main support for the plan came from local 
rulers who wanted British support against possible domination by 
the Zeidi dynasty in the Yemen, and from some of the Adeni 
business class. The latter feared the growing power of the pro- 
Nasser left-wing Arab nationalist movement which was then 
centred in the Aden Trades Union Congress and People’s Social- 
ist Party. 

By throwing in his lot with Nasser and the United Arab 
Republic in 1958, Ahmed had risked the hostility of Saudi Arabia, 
for King Saud had now become Nasser’s leading Arab opponent 
instead of his chief ally. As part of this strange new equation of 
power, Nasser also began to switch his support for the opposition 
groups in Aden and the Protectorates away from the South 
Arabian League, a more conservative party which was strongest 
in some of the Protectorate sheikhdoms and which had close 
Saudi Arabian links, to Abdullah al Asnag’s TUC and Socialist 
party in Aden. Asnag’s group also preached unity of Aden and 
the Protectorates with the Yemen, although in practice they 
wanted union only after the Yemen had liberalized its regime. 
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By 1960 the Imam Ahmed’s relations with Egypt had deterior- 
ated. He disapproved of Nasser’s trend towards socialism and 
feared his influence in the Yemen. In June 1960 the Yemen 
representatives on the Council of the United Arab States were 
recalled from Cairo. Ahmed welcomed the Syrian secession as a 
setback for Nasser. He saw himself as one of the targets for 
Nasser's subsequently proclaimed Arab Socialist revolution and 
onslaught on the Arab kings. In December 1961 he wrote and 
had broadcast a sixty-four-linc poem attacking Arab socialism 
as ungodly and deriding Nasser’s claim to speak for the Arabs 
(though without actually mentioning Nasser by name). Nasser 
replied by denouncing Yemen’s membership of the United Arab 
States and launching a campaign for revolution in the Yemen 
over Cairo radio. 

Nasser would no doubt, as a matter of principle, have pre- 
ferred a more progressive regime to replace that of the Imam in 
the Yemen: but there were other reasons why he began to lend 
his support to the revolutionary movement in the country. Apart 
from personal pique at the Imam’s attack on him and a desire 
to maintain prestige in the Arab world after the failure in Syria, 
there was the developing struggle for power within the regime in 
Egypt. This struggle was partly connected with a dispute over 
Egypt’s foreign policy. Amer and his army supporters backed 
Nasser’s policy of pan-Arab leadership; indeed, they sometimes 
pressed it further even than Nasser wanted to go. Others among 
the leading Free Officers, notably Baghdadi and Zacharia 
Mohicddin, wanted a more cautious policy of ‘Egypt first’. 

Nasser was probably more concerned with his campaign against 
Saudi Arabia and against the British in Aden than he was with 
internal changes in the Yemen. But the contradictions between 
his alliance with the Imam, the most backward of all the Arab 
kings, his hostility towards the Saudi monarchy allegedly on 
account of its reactionary character, and his support for left-wing 
socialists in Aden who wanted union with the Yemen but not 
under the Imam, were becoming too blatant. The Imam’s defec- 
tion must have come as something of a relief. It was followed by 
an attempt by Nasser to work out a policy of ‘ national liberation’ 
for southern Arabia which would iesolve some of these con- 
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tradictions. As a result, the conduct of propaganda from Cairo 
for the ‘Yemeni liberation movement’ was entrusted to a group 
of three men. The leader was one of the older generation of 
reformists, Mohammed Mahmoud az-Zubeiri. The other two 
were younger and more radical revolutionary intellectuals from 
the Yemen and from Aden. Muhsin al Aini was the Cairo repre- 
sentative of the Aden TU C with the International Confederation 
of Trades Unions. He was bom in the Yemen but educated in 
Cairo and at the Sorbonne before working in Aden as a school- 
teacher. Abdur-rahman al Beidhani, an economist, was bora in 
Cairo, the son of a Yemeni emigre. He had been educated in 
Egypt and married the sister of Anwar es-Sadat, one of Nasser’s 
close associates. After serving for some time as an economic 
adviser to the Crown Prince al Badr in the Yemen he withdrew 
to Cairo again in 1959 when the Imam was on the rampage 
against the reformers. Beidhani favoured the creation of a Ye- 
meni republic on modified Nasserite socialist lines rather than a 
constitutional reform of the Imamate. 

All through the first nine months of 1962 the ailing Imam had 
been losing his grip on the country. As his well-meaning but weak 
son, al Badr, waited to take over, plots multiplied round him. 
The discontent and the terror under the Imamate, as well as the 
lack of public confidence in al Badr, would probably have made 
a coup against him by one faction or another inevitable sooner or 
later. Sallal used to say to journalists who came to interview 
him after the revolution, ‘ How can you expect the people not to 
rise against such a state of affairs? Even if this country were 
inhabited by monkeys they would have revolted against the 
Imam and his inhuman regime.’ 1 There appears to have existed 
a secret revolutionary committee in the Yemen loosely linking 
together different opposition elements - army officers, intellec- 
tuals and middle-class reformers, the latter mostly from among 
the merchants. They were a small but determined group. Out of 
the Yemen army’s 400 officers, eighty-six were in or linked with 
the committee. 2 Many of them had become revolutionaries 
while training abroad in Egypt or Iraq. The Yemen also had 
about eighty graduates from foreign universities who, together 

with some of the merchants, provided the intellectual section of 
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the new movement. Both army officers and intellectuals covered a 
wide spectrum of political views: reformers, Nasserites, Baathists, 
Muslim Brothers and Marxist sympathizers. 3 But they all wanted 
to overthrow the Imamate and modernize the country. They were 
more interested in radical social change than most of the mer- 
chant class whose main aim, like that of the older generation of 
liberal nationalists, was a constitutional reform which would 
give them a greater share of power, break the royal family’s 
monopoly of trade and create a modern administration. These 
reformers were prepared to accept the continuation of the 
Imamate if it were democratized. 

Two other groups were also plotting the downfall of the Imam 
and of al Badr should he succeed his father. There were the leaders 
of the powerful Hashid tribal confederation whose paramount 
sheikh and his son had been executed by the Imam. They were in 
touch with Abdullah Sallal who, after seven years in the Imam’s 
dungeons, had regained favour through the Crown Prince and 
had been promoted brigadier and later army chief of staff. Finally 
there were the rivals for the royal succession, including some of 
the young princes who wanted to preserve the Imamate while 
carrying through reforms. They considered al Badr too erratic 
in his habits and for othe: reasons too lacking in capacity to 
carry out this task. They gave their backing to the Imam’s 
brother. Prince Hassan, a long-time aspirant to the throne. 4 

The Egyptians had made contact with all these groups, none 
of whom, however, can fairly be described as Egyptian ‘instru- 
ments’. The main Egyptian link was with the army officers and 
particularly with Abdullah Sallal, who stood somewhere between 
the more conservative and more revolutionary factions of the 
opposition. According to one well-informed Yemeni, Sallal was 
approached by the Egyptians with proposals for a revolutionary 
coup but rejected them as showing ignorance of the tribal situa- 
tion in the Yemen and of foreign reaction. 5 When the coup came 
it was begun by another group of younger and more revolutionary 
officers, and took Sallal by surprise. 

The crisis came to a head when the Imam Ahmed died on 
19 September 1962 and was succeeded by the Crown Prince 
Mohammed al Badr. The opposition was caught divided and 
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unprepared. The secret committee split. Some were for immediate 
revolution; others, encouraged by promises of reform from the 
new Imam, wanted to wait and see whether al Badr would 
develop into a constitutional monarch. Sallal was for caution: 
he wanted to make sure of tribal as well as army backing. 6 The 
younger army officers led by a tVenty-five-year-old lieutenant, 
Ali Abdul Mumy, were for action. 7 The young officers decided 
to force the hand of the reformists in the secret committee by 
attempting to assassinate the new Imam. On the evening of 
26 September, as al Badr was leaving a cabinet meeting in his 
palace in Sanaa, an officer of his guards tried to shoot him but 
failed and was arrested. When this attempt went wrong, the new 
revolutionary officers launched an attack on the Imam’s palace 
half an hour later with tanks and artillery. It was not until the 
shooting had begun that Sallal was approached and agreed to 
join the revolutionaries as the future President. The officers (after 
locking some of their troops in the barracks - the reverse of the 
usual revolutionary situation) seized the radio station and occu- 
pied the palace after shelling it all night. 

The rebels believed at first that the Imam had died under the 
rubble of the palace, and this news was broadcast to the world 
from Sanaa and Cairo. But he escaped, slipped out of the city 
and made his way to the mountains. He gathered the support on 
the way of several thousand loyal Zeidi tribesmen and set up a 
headquarters in caves in the mountains of northern Yemen near 
the Saudi Arabian border which he reached eight days later. 8 He 
then sent messages to the Arab governments denouncing the 
rebellion as having been engineered by Nasser. 

In Sanaa the rebels had set up a Revolutionary Council under 
Sallal. They proclaimed the end of the Imamate and the establish- 
ment of the Yemeni Arab Republic. The new revolutionary 
government announced in Sanaa on 28 September was joined 
by the three exiled leaders from Cairo. Beidhani became deputy 
prime minister under Sallal, with Muhsin al Aini as Foreign 
Minister and Mohammed az-Zubeiri as Minister of Education. 

The revolution was at first generally welcomed in the towns 
and among part of the countryside, but the revolutionaries were 
apprehensively aware that previous coups had been crushed by 
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surviving members of the royal family with the help of loyal 
tribes and support from Saudi Arabia. In a panic measure, the 
revolutionary officers massacred during the first few days a score 
or more of the former leading supporters of the Imam, members 
of the royal family, tribal notables and officials. The traditional 
public execution of beheading by the sword was abolished but 
replaced by the firing squad. 

The revolutionaries turned to Nasser for support against 
possible foreign intervention, either from Saudi Arabia or from 
the British in Aden. They also wanted Egyptian technical and 
administrative help in a country where the machinery of modern 
government scarcely existed. Nasser’s first response was to 
strengthen the Egyptian military mission in the Yemen with 
more technicians and advisers and to send some units of the 
Egyptian air force. The Yemen army had only twenty old York 
transport planes, few of them operational, and only one pilot. 9 
At first it looked as though the revolution had been almost 
completely successful and that this limited Egyptian intervention 
would be sufficient to enable the new regime to consolidate its 
position. The new regime seemed to be sufficiently in control 
of the country for the British and American diplomatic 
missions in Taiz to recommend that it be recognized by their 
governments. 

The revolution had, however, an immediate impact outside 
the Yemen which forced not only Nasser but other governments 
to treat its outcome as something more than an internal Yemeni 
affair. It was hailed enthusiastically by public opinion in most 
Arab countries as a progressive move to emancipate a notoriously 
backward country. It was the first modern revolutionary move- 
ment in the Arabian peninsula. As such it was bound to arouse the 
apprehension of the traditional monarchic, theocratic and sheikhly 
regimes which still ruled all the rest of Arabia except for the British 
colony of Aden. In Saudi Arabia, particularly, it could be ex- 
pected to strengthen the pressures already being felt for the reform 
or overthrow of the Saudi monarchy, pressures which Egypt’s 
propaganda and intelligence services were encouraging as part of 
Nasser’s campaign against the Arab kings. In Aden the Yemen 
revolution was joyfully welcomed by the nationalist opposition 
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of Asnag’s party and the TUC, many of whose members were 
Yemeni workers. It strengthened their hopes of eventual Yemen 
unity. It also stiffened their opposition to the British plans for a 
South Arabian federation which would merge the comparatively 
advanced town of Aden with the more backward Protectorate 
sultanates. At the same time it cemented the alliance between the 
Protectorate rulers and the British. The sultans were afraid of 
being crushed between the pincers of radical unionist movements 
in Aden and Sanaa. 

The main purpose of the British was to hold on to their military 
base in Aden and to prevent Nasser's influence from spreading to 
the oil sheikhdoms of the Persian Gulf. The idea of the South 
Arabian federation had originated in a benevolent colonial service 
desire for administrative efficiency and progress. It had sub- 
sequently acquired an additional and perhaps eventually more 
powerful attraction. A South Arabian state dominated by sultans 
beholden to Britain for their survival could, it was hoped, 
provide a political framework within which Britain might be 
able to hold on indefinitely to the Aden base from which she 
could continue to support a military presence in the Persian 
Gulf. 

The Yemen was the first Arab country in which Nasser had 
intervened openly with Egyptian forces to support a local revo- 
lution. He had sent troops to Syria only at the request of a 
Syrian government whose legitimacy was not in dispute. There 
was another dangerous new aspect of his intervention. It was 
to become - though this was probably not Nasser’s original 
intention - an attempt to extend Egyptian military power into the 
Arabian peninsula for the first time since the expedition of 
Ibrahim Pasha over a century before. Just as Mohammed Ali’s 
challenge to the Turkish sultan’s suzerainty in Arabia and 
Syria roused the hostility of Palmerston’s England, pledged to 
back the enfeebled Ottoman empire against the Russians, so 
Nasser’s challenge to the traditionalist regimes of Arabia brought 
him up against the opposition not only of the British, already 
suspicious of him, but also of the United States. For apart from 
their oil interests and long-standing political ties with Saudi 
Arabia, the Americans were also assuming an almost-Palmer- 
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stonian stance in supporting anti-Communist regimes in the 
Middle East. 

For Russia, on the other hand, these British and American 
interests were reasons for backing the Yemen revolution and 
giving Nasser such help in economic aid, arms and technical 
advice as he might need if he intervened to protect it. The 
Russians could hope to secure the accelerated departure of the 
British military presence from Aden and the undermining and 
perhaps eventual collapse of the Anglo-American system of 
protection and influence in Arabia and the Persian Gulf. The 
Russians were, however, cautious about committing themselves 
directly in the Yemen, beyond supplying arms, aid and techni- 
cians. They were at that very time learning in the Cuban missile 
crisis the dangers of military commitment in an area where they 
were logistically at a disadvantage compared with the United 
States and where their local protege was not fully under control. 
They were sceptical, too, about the Yemen revolution itself. On 
23 November 1962 Izvestia wrote, ‘To believe that there exists 
in the Yemen a coherent front of partisans of renovation is to 
take desires for reality. ’ J0 

Nasser later admitted that his military intervention in the 
Yemen was a ‘miscalculation. We never thought it would lead 
to what it did.’ 1 1 At the time the risks were not so obvious as they 
later appeared; the risks of doing nothing and letting the Yemen 
revolution collapse may have appeared greater. For at first the 
outside reactions were confused. The Imamate regime in the 
Yemen had been so notoriously brutal and backward that no 
government liked to come out openly in its defence. Moreover 
so long as the revolutionary regime seemed to be establishing 
itself successfully there was a reluctance to antagonize it or to 
support a lost cause. In addition, tht revolution and Egyptian 
support for it presented both the British and Americans with a 
dilemma. The Zeidi Imamate had been the main external chal- 
lenge to the British position in Aden through its claim over the 
whole of historical Yemen including the Protectorates. If the 
new regime were to show more interest in reform at home, instead 
of pressing this claim, there might be some advantage in the 
change, in spite of increased Egyptian influence in Sanaa. For 
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the Americans* there was a conflict of interest between their 
protection of Saudi Arabia and their desire to be on good terms 
with Nasser as a useful anti-Communist influence elsewhere in 
the Arab world. Finally, there was the recognition that to 
stifle the revolution in the Yemen would not really protect the 
Saudi Arabian regime: that could be done only by internal 
reforms in Saudi Arabia which would make a Yemen-type revolu- 
tion there unnecessary. 

In Saudi Arabia, in the absence at the United Nations of the 
Crown Prince Feisal, the reaction of King Saud and his advisers 
was hesitant and divided. Part of the Saudi cabinet favoured 
recognition of the revolutionary regime: all commoners, they 
reflected the view of the new middle class that the Yemen 
revolution would affect the whole of Arabia and lead to an in- 
evitable similar upheaval against the Saudi monarchy. 12 This 
view was shared by some of the younger royal princes, four of 
whom, led by Prince Talal, a former Minister of*Finance and 
half-brother of King Saud, fled the country and declared their 
sympathy with Nasser. But while King Saud himself wavered 
other members of his family and their supporters had already 
begun to organize help for the Yemeni royalists. They were en- 
couraged in this by King Hussein of Jordan who was the first 
to leap into the struggle as a means of hitting back at Nasser. 

By the middle of October money, arms and other supplies 
were going across the border from Saudi Arabia to the tribal 
armies that were being formed in the Yemen mountains under 
the command of the surviving Zeidi royal princes. Jordan sent 
planes down to the Saudi Arabian border and some arms and 
technicians to train the Yemenis in their use. Larger numbers of 
Egyptian troops began to arrive in the Yemen by sea. In the last 
week of October and the first week of November Egyptian planes 
attacked supply bases and training camps in and around the 
Saudi Arabian border town of Najran and shelled a Saudi 
Arabian village on the Red Sea coast from the sea. 

Crown Prince Feisal returned from New York on 24 October 
to become prime minister in place of his brother King Saud. 
He broke off relations with Egypt and decisively increased Saudi 
support for the Yemen royalists. He obtained arms for the 
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Yemenis from Pakistan and Belgium, while Tran sent money. 
Nasser suspected a combined operation against him by the 
CENTO powers* backed by Britain and America. 13 Feisal 
sought help from the United States in deterring Egyptian attack 
and if possible persuading Nasser to withdraw his forces. At the 
same time he tried to strengthen the position of the Saudi 
monarchy by some long overdue reforms at home. He relaxed 
the strict Wahabi laws on public morality and ordered the final 
abolition of slavery - the latter already decreed in the Yemen a 
month before by the republican government. 

A month after the Sanaa coup the Republicans still controlled 
the main towns and the greater part of the country. But the 
royalists, with the help of Saudi money and arms, were gathering 
strength among the tribes in the northern and eastern mountains 
and deserts. It looked as if the Republicans would need greater 
Egyptian military support if they were to extend their control 
to the whole country and perhaps even to ensure their survival. 
Nasser sent Amer and Anwar es-Sadat, his chief adviser on 
Yemen political affairs, to the Yemen at the end of October to 
report on the situation. Amer called for troop reinforcements. 
The Egyptian army was confident that with more men it could 
bring the country under i-ontiol. Nasser now faced a crucial 
decision. He had not expected to have to supply more than some 
arms, money, a few advisers and technicians and aircraft. Now 
he was being asked to commit substantial ground forces in a war 
in a far-off country which many Egyptians had scarcely heard of, 
or which they thought of as a savage backwater of no interest to 
Egypt. Moreover, conflict with Saudi Arabia would bring him 
trouble with the United States with whom he had recently been 
trying to improve his relations and whose economic aid was 
valuable to Fgypt’s development programme. 

On the other hand, the political risks of not intervening were 
considerable. If the Yemen revolution were crushed with Saudi 
Arabian help after appealing to Nasser for support, his leadership 
of the ‘Arab revolution’ would be dealt a heavy, possibly fatal 
blow. It was little more than a year since the failure of the U AR 

* Central Treaty Organization consisting of the former Baghdad Pact 
Powers minus Iraq. 
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through the Syrian secession. Egypt was isolated among the 
Arab governments, with Algeria almost her only friend. At 
home Nasser had been struggling to preserve his Arab policy 
against ‘Egypt first’ critics and the compromise by which he had 
ended the crisis with Amer in the spring of 1962 had left him in a 
weak position vis-a-vis the Egyptiah army. He needed a boost to 
his prestige in the Arab world and in Egypt and he could not 
afford to offend the army. The army, through Amer, assured him 
that with moderate reinforcements they could quickly crush the 
royalist resistance and teach Saudi Arabia a lesson. While 
Amer and the army were eager for military victory, Nasser was 
chiefly interested in the survival of the Yemen Republic: if this 
could be achieved by political means at smaller cost in blood 
and money, so much the better. So while he agreed to send more 
troops to the Yemen he also entered into negotiations through 
the United States for a political settlement which Mfould enable 
him to disengage his forces once the Republican position was 
assured. 

The first American reaction to the Yemen revolution was to 
accept it as a genuine manifestation of Arab radical nationalism, 
while at the same time reassuring Saudi Arabia against any threat 
from the Egyptian forces moving into the Yemen. On 25 October 
President Kennedy wrote to Feisal to assure him of full American 
support for the maintenance of Saudi Arabian integrity. A month 
later Kennedy wrote to Feisal, King Hussein and Nasser propos- 
ing the outlines of a Yemen settlement. He suggested as the first 
step the withdrawal of Egyptian forces and the end of Saudi 
and Jordanian aid to the royalists. United States recognition of 
the Yemen Republican regime was understood to be part of the 
deal, though it is unclear to what extent this recognition was to be 
conditional on an Egyptian commitment to withdraw. At the 
same time, a squadron of U S air force planes was sent to make 
a show of force over Ryadh and Jedda in order to warn Nasser 
against extending his air attacks on Saudi territory. 

When the United States recognized the Yemen Republic on 
19 December 1962, the Republican government promised to 
honour its international obligations and treaties and to live at 
peace with all its neighbours - a statement understood as a 
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pledge to respect, among other agreements, the Anglo-Yemen 
treaty of 1934. The Egyptian statement supported the Yemen 
declaration and announced the willingness of the UAR to 
‘undertake a reciprocal expeditious disengagement and phased 
removal of its troops from the Yemen’ as Saudi and Jordanian 
support for the dethroned Imam was terminated and ‘whenever 
the government of the Yemen Arab Republic should make such 
a request*. 

A number of other Western countries - West Germany. Italy, 
Canada and Australia - also recognized the Yemen Republican 
regime. The British government declared its non-involvement in 
the Yemen and withheld recognition on the grounds that the 
Sanaa government was not in full control of the country. But 
there were other reasons for the British attitude, connected with 
the position in Aden. 

Nasser had tried to limit the repercussions of his intervention 
in the Yemen by assuring the British that he had no designs on 
Aden. He persuaded Sallal to soft-pedal the Yemeni claim on the 
Protectorates and offered the British a deal by which the Re- 
publican regime would quietly drop the claim in return for British 
recognition. The Foreign Office, recognizing the reality of the 
Arab revolutionary ferment which underlay the Yemen revolt, 
was inclined to accept the proposition and to delay the develop- 
ment of the South Arabian federation until the situation had 
clarified. It believed that Nasser did not want to weaken the 
British position in Aden at that time because he did not want Iraq 
to seize Kuwait - Aden was the base for British forces operating 
in the Persian Gulf. 14 But other British ministries, particularly the 
Commonwealth Relations and Colonial Office then under Dun- 
can Sandys, and senior British officials in Aden, successfully 
insisted that there should be no deal with Nasser and that the 
merger of Aden and the former Western Protectorate states into 
one South Arabian federal state should be pushed through as fast 
as possible. To this end there should be no early recognition of 
the Sanaa regime which would upset those sultans, especially 
the ruler of Beihan, whose support was crucial to create the new 
federation. Instead a blind eye was to be turned to aid for the 
royalists going through British-controlled federal territory. 
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This policy was backed by an analysis of the Yemen conflict 
which attached prime importance to the tribal and religious 
differences. If the Egyptians withdrew, the Zeidi tribal warriors 
in the mountains who were supporting the royalists were bound, 
it was thought, to crush the less warlike Shafei plainsmen who 
provided the main backing for the Republic. If the Egyptians 
stayed, they would be bogged down in a long and costly war 
against the mountain tribes. Either way Nasser would suffer. If 
he cut his losses and left the Yemeni Republicans to their fate, 
his prestige as an Arab revolutionary leader would be shattered 
and the rest of Arabia would have a respite from his influence. 
If he stayed and fought, his resources would be absorbed in a 
remote and fruitless war, weakening his position at home and 
restricting his activity elsewhere in the Arab world. 15 

Both this analysis and that which stressed the strength and 
irreversibility of the Yemen revolution were prove^ partly right 
and partly wrong. The Egyptians were pinned down in a long 
war but the royalist strength based on the Zeidi tribes was shown 
to be exaggerated. While the Egyptians and the Republicans at 
first neglected the tribal and religious aspects, those whobac.;ed 
the royalists to win underestimated new social and economic 
factors. The Zeidis and the tribes were divided. Some supported 
the Republic because they had hated the temporal rule of the 
Imam. Some of the tribes supported the royalists because they 
were paid to fight and changed sides when it suited them. These 
divisions encouraged the emergence of a * third force’ of moderate 
republicans who were prepared to compromise in order to end 
both Egyptian and Saudi intervention in the country. 

In some ways the new regime in Sanaa had begun well. Its 
first measures included the abolition of slavery, the end of the 
tribal hostage system used by the Imam, plans for reform of 
taxation, education and municipal administration. Beidhani, the 
deputy prime minister, drew up a two-year economic plan based 
on a mixture of public and private enterprise. Private trade was 
encouraged in place of the old monopolies run by the royal 
family. A semi-public national bank for reconstruction and 
development was set up and a new silver currency established. 
There was thought to be no need for land reform on the Egyptian 
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pattern because the agricultural problem was not one of land 
shortage, but the royal estates, comprising a quarter of the 
country’s best farm land, were confiscated. 16 

Egyptian advisers, doctors, teachers, engineers and army 
officers came in to help the few trained Yemenis to modernize 
the administration and to set up schools, hospitals and farm 
services, as well as to train the army. The number of children in 
school in the Republican territory doubled in the first year from 
one in twenty to one in ten. 17 

The new regime promised the replacement of arbitrary rule 
by democratic principles, human rights and modem civil and 
penal codes. 18 These promises were embodied in the new provi- 
sional constitution of April 1963 which was modelled on that of 
the UAR. Sallal became President, commander-in-chief and 
chairman of the Presidential Council. 

The first weakness of the Republic was in the composition of 
its government. It included at first too many unknown faces, too 
many Shafeis instead of Zeidis, too many returned emigres from 
Cairo suspected of being Egyptian nominees, and not enough 
notables and tribal leaders to impress what was still essentially 
a deeply conservative and traditional society. Sallal himself, 
though he had risen to high military office and was a Zeidi, was 
handicapped by his humble origins: he was the son of a black- 
smith. Sent to Baghdad for military training in 1936, when Iraq 
was under a military dictatorship, he returned to the army in the 
Yemen with political ideas of Arab nationalism and reform. His 
political beliefs earned him two spells in prison under the Imam 
Yahya. When Yahya was assassinated he was sentenced to death 
but reprieved. During the seven years he then spent in the Hajjah 
fortress he is said to have studied Narser’s The Philosophy of the 
Revolution and books on the French Revolution. He owed his 
release and subsequent advancement to be army chief of staff to 
the influence of the Crown Prince. Though he eventually became 
heavily dependent on Egyptian support, Sallal was not simply an 
Egyptian stooge. He was a Yemeni patriot who had, like other 
Yemenis, risked his life for his beliefs. 

In its summary abolition of the Lnamate, the revolutionary 
regime had unwisely neglected the importance to the Zeidis of 



398 The Arab Revolution 

the Imamate’s spiritual role, even among those Zeidis who had 
opposed the Imam’s temporal rule. Some of the young officers 
were hasty and brutal in dealing with the religious susceptibilities 
of the Zeidi tribes. The resentment thus caused was compounded 
by the arrival of the Egyptians. The latter were not only foreigners, 
regarded by the fiercely independent northern tribes as would-be 
conquerors, but also Shafeis by religion. They were resented for 
their condescension even where their help was accepted. Nor was 
the Republic in a strong position to buy the loyalty of those 
tribesmen who were wavering. It took over an empty treasury 
and its foreign assets were blocked by Saudi Arabia. 

By the beginning of 1963 the broad pattern of the Yemen war 
had already begun to emerge. The republicans and Egyptians, 
the latter by then with some 15,000 troops in the country, held 
the coastal plains, including the port of Hodeida and Taiz, the 
diplomatic capital; these were all areas predominantly Shafei in 
allegiance and republican in sympathy. But the main axis of the 
republican military position was the long mountain massif 
stretching from Sanaa, the administrative capital, northwards to 
Sadah. The mountains outside the main towns were mostly 
inhabited by. Zeidi tribesmen living in inaccessible villages. By 
no means all the Zeidi tribes backed the royalists. Part of the two 
big confederations, the Hashid and the Bagil, at first supported 
the Republic and others were divided or wavering in their loyal- 
ties. The republicans and Egyptians, pushing along the valleys 
in armoured columns or dropping paratroops, had established 
outposts to the north-east and south of the Sanaa-Sadah mountain 
line, but they had failed to cut the royalist lines of supply and 
communication with Saudi Arabia and the South Arabian federa- 
tion. The royalists on their side held the northern mountains and 
the eastern desert areas and part of the mountains round Sanaa. 
They were able to harass the republican lines of communication, 
forcing some of the outposts to be supplied by air, and preventing 
the Egyptians from advancing further. But they were unable to 
cut the republican supply lines to the port of Hodeida or to 
capture Sanaa. By a combination of armoured thrusts and air 
attack, the Egyptians were able to prevent the royalists from 
mounting a decisive offensive. The war was conducted with 
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brutality on both sides. The royalists often killed or mutilated 
their prisoners, cutting off their ears and noses, and took savage 
reprisals on villages suspected of changing sides. The Egyptians 
were ruthless in their use of air attack on royalist villages, in- 
cluding on several occasions the dropping of gas bombs, and in 
other reprisals against hostile or suspect tribesmen. The Egyptian 
air attacks helped to check the royalist military operations, but 
they created bitter anti-Egyptian feeling among Yemenis on 
both sides and increased the tribal support for the royal- 
ists. 

Neither side showed any signs of carrying out President 
Kennedy’s disengagement plan. After another visit to the Yemen 
by Amer and Sadat, more Egyptian reinforcements were des- 
patched. At the end of February 1963 the Egyptians launched 
their first serious offensive. They aimed at finishing off the war 
with a decisive blow at the royalists’ headquarters in the north- 
east and at their communications with Saudi Arabia and the 
South Arabian federation. After capturing the towns of Marib 
and Harib in the south-east and penetrating into royalist terri- 
tory in the north-east, the offensive petered out. The offensive 
thus failed in its train objective but it broke the royalist threat 
to Sanaa and forced the ro>alists on to the defensive. 

Unable to secure a quick military decision, Nasser turned once 
more to diplomacy. He felt in a stronger bargaining position not 
only because of the improved military situation in the Yemen but 
because the tide had begun to turn again in his favour in the 
Arab world. In Iraq, his rival, General Abdul Karim Kassim, 
was killed in a military coup on 8 February and was succeeded 
by Colonel Aref, who had been imprisoned by Kassim for his 
Nasserite sympathies. The coup w'as cv rried out by Aref and other 
army officers but the new Iraqi government contained a strong 
Baathist element. A month later a similar combination of 
pan-Arab army officers and Baathists, but with the latter in a 
more dominant position, seized power by a coup in Syria. Two 
days after the Syrian coup, the new Iraqi regime proposed the 
creation of ‘military unity’ between the five ‘liberated Arab 
countries - Iraq, Syria, Algeria, the UAR and the Yemen*. In 
April, at the urging of the Syrian and Iraqi governments, talks 
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on constitutional unity began in Cairo between Iraq, Syria and 
Egypt. 

Nasser’s ‘Arab Revolution', which hadlooked in the doldrums, 
now seemed to be in full sail again. Egypt was no longer isolated. 
There was once more a feeling throughout the Arab world that 
Nasser and the Baath between them were the tide of the future 
that would sweep the Arab countries towards unity and social 
justice. The Yemen was just one battlefield in the wider conflict 
between the Arab Revolution on the one hand and the Arab 
kings and reactionaries, supported by the imperialist powers, on 
the other. This broad alignment had crystallized not only on the 
side of the revolutionaries but also on that of their opponents. 
American planes and warships were providing an umbrella for 
Saudi Arabia. In January Britain resumed diplomatic relations 
with Saudi Arabia after a break of nearly eight years caused by 
the dispute over the Buraimi oasis. At the same time, on 18 
January, she rushed through the merger of Aden wifti the South 
Arabian federation on a minority vote in the Aden Legislative 
Council and in the teeth of local nationalist opposition. There 
was renewed friction on the border between the Federation and 
Republican Yemen. But with Syria and Iraq apparently now 
joining in the ‘Arab Revolution’, the Yemen became less vital 
as a test of Nasser’s policy and prestige. He had greater freedom 
to choose whether to compromise or fight there. 

The international aspects of the Yemen situation, threatening 
to involve not only the local contestants but also the Great 
Powers, led to a new initiative by the United States and the United 
Nations to reach a settlement based on disengagement. In March 
1963 Ralph Bunche, the United Nations Under-Secretary, went 
to the Yemen and to Cairo. In Cairo Nasser assured Bunche that 
the UAR was ready to withdraw its troops if the Saudis stopped 
helping the royalists. Nasser gave the same assurance to the 
American envoy. Ambassador Ellsworth Bunker, who visited 
him at the beginning of April. Bunker had previously had talks 
in Ryadh with Feisal who was sceptical of the disengagement 
plan, even when accompanied by promises of US protection. 

These two missions led to a disengagement agreement and 
Security Council approval for the despatch of a 200-man United 
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Nations observer mission to the Yemen in June 1963, to supervise 
its execution. UN observers were to watch, report and prevent 
any Saudi moves to supply the royalist forces, and to supervise 
the eventual Egyptian withdrawal from the Yemen. There would 
be a cease-fire as soon as the agreement came into force. 

The disengagement agreement was to fail in its main objective. 
The Egyptians did not withdraw and it is probable that the 
Saudis continued at least some of their aid; because of the wild 
mountainous terrain, the language problems and the limitations 
of observation by night, it was extremely difficult for the UN 
observers to know whether supplies were getting through to the 
royalists or not. The observer mission was eventually withdrawn 
over a year later (in September 1964) when it had become obvious 
that its efforts had failed to stop the resumption of the 
war. 

The disengagement agreement and the mission nevertheless 
produced two useful results. They prevented the threatened 
escalation of the war to a point where it might have involved the 
Great Powers. They also led to a lull in the fighting, accompanied 
by a series of local tacit and open truces, from April to September 
1963. In the last th r ee months of the year fighting was resumed 
in a number of limited and inconclusive engagements. 

By this time the tide of Arab affairs had once more begun to 
turn, less favourably for Nasser. The spring flood of the ‘Arab 
Revolution' ushered in by the army-Baathist coups in, Baghdad 
and Damascus was ebbing in a winter of disillusion. From the 
(almost) verbatim account of the Cairo unity talks published by 
the Egyptians, it is clear that from the beginning Nasser himself 
had few illusions about the prospects for Arab unity opened up 
by the Iraqi and Syrian revolutions. 19 He was too deeply suspici- 
ous of the Baathists whom he blamed for their share in the Syrian 
secession in 1961. Moreover, the Baath party was itself still 
deeply split. 

The Baghdad coup had been welcomed in Cairo for its over- 
throw of General Kassim who had become an open enemy of 
Nasser. The new Iraqi president, Colonel Abd as-Salam Aref, 
was known as a friend of Egypt. The army officers who carried 
out the coup in Syria a month later also included several sympa- 
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thetic to Egypt and to Nasser. When the new Iraqi and Syrian 
regimes took the initiative in approaching Nasser to discuss unity 
between the three countries Nasser could hardly refuse, for 
Arab public opinion had been fired with enthusiastic expectations. 

Nasser recognized that if it could be achieved ‘the unity state 
would extend from the oil wells through the pipelines to the Suez 
Canal - from Asia to Africa. This would bring the Iraq army to 
the Israeli borders. Its potential nftght perhaps be more than 
France. Its population would be forty million.* The creation of 
such a state would prompt the Arabs to seek further unity. 20 

But he was not only sceptical of its being achieved; he also 
was aware of the new dangers and burdens in which Egypt would 
be involved if it were. Iraq, in particular, had serious problems. 
If Egypt’s socialization programme were to be applied in Iraq 
to the foreign oil companies it could bring Nasser into serious 
conflict with the Western Powers, as over the Suez Canal. Unless 
union meant central control of the economy, Egypt might find 
herself having to accept responsibility for the possibly grave 
consequences of a purely Iraqi decision to nationalize the oil 
companies. Then in Iraq there were the Kurdish rebellion, 
another expensive guerrilla war like that in the Yemen, and 
the suppression of the Iraqi Communists, both of which had 
brought growls of disapproval from Moscow. Union with Iraq 
also meant being prepared to face hostility from neighbouring 
Turkey and Iran and from the British who would see another 
threat to their interests in the Persian Gulf. The movement of 
Iraqi forces to the Syrian-Israeli border might provoke an 
Israeli attack, especially if the tripartite union were to lead to the 
fall of King Hussein and the adherence to it of Jordan. 

The talks which began in Cairo between Egypt and the Syrian 
and Iraqi delegations, after preliminary discussions in the latter 
half of March, soon showed that Nasser and the Baath leaders 
were approaching the subject of unity on two different levels. 
On one level there was a sincere belief in the value of Arab unity 
and the desire to attain it. This was expressed mostly in discus- 
sions of legalistic forms and abstract ideals and concepts. On the 
other level, the talks were concerned more with the appearance 
of unity than its reality. They were tactical; each group was 
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trying to use the unity movement for its own domestic political 
purposes. 

Nasser was alarmed at the prospect that the Baathists might 
emerge as the dominant force in both Syria and Iraq and then 
unite these two countries under their control. After his experience 
with Syria in the UAR he would have preferred to move slowly 
towards unity, so long as there were friendly, nationalist govern- 
ments in Iraq and Syria which shared his policy objectives. But he 
said he was prepared to try again because unity was ‘the hope of 
all Arabs and it is in my heart ’. 

The Baathists, both Syrian and Iraqi, though committed to 
Arab unity as their main ideological principle, were wary of a 
form of unity like that of the UAR which had threatened their 
political identity and might once again subject them completely 
to Nasser’s control. They sought unity talks with Nasser pri- 
marily to stave off pressure from public opinion and from the 
pro-Nasser unionist army officers who had played a prominent 
part in the coups which brought them to power. The Baathists 
knew that these elements were still too strong for them to risk 
a unity move which excluded Egypt. What the Baathists really 
wanted was a declaration of principle about the formation of a 
future federal state which would effectively disarm any threat 
to their position from Nasser or his supporters while being suffi- 
ciently vague and distant to leave the Baath freedom of action 
in Syria and Iraq at least for the next two or three years. 

The Egyptian verbatim report of the Cairo talks is a fascinating 
document. It is the most intimate account of a secret Arab politi- 
cal negotiation and of Nasser in political action in private that 
has yet been published. It throws a revealing light on the nature 
and quality of Arab revolutionary thinking: its strange combina- 
tion of directness and deviousness, of earnestness and super- 
ficiality, of reckless idealism and petty shrewdness; its confusion 
between principles and personalities; the wide range of its in- 
tellectual sources and the parochialism of their application, the 
nalvet£ of its strategy and the subtlety of its tactics. The report 
also illuminates the strengths and weaknesses of Nasser’s political 
character. He dominated the talks by intellectual capacity, tactical 
skill and sheer force of personality. He artfully switched his 
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moods. Sometimes he listened and argued patiently and showed 
an apparent readiness to compromise. Then suddenly he moved 
into a ruthless, sometimes vindictive attack or a penetrating and 
often humorous analysis of opposing themes or personalities. 
There was a relentless, tigerish mocking quality in his dealings 
with the Syrian Baath leaders, the two mild intellectuals, Bitar 
and Aflaq, and a stubborn concentration on the realities of 
power behind the slogans and' the constitutional formulae 
discussed. He could be savagely frank but was hypersensitive 
to criticism. He understood the dialectic of power but not the 
power of the dialectic. He impressed rather than persuaded. He 
towered over his associates and most other Arab leaders in his 
ability realistically to analyse and grasp political problems and 
strip them to their essentials. But he was too suspicious seriously 
to share power, so he failed to find the way to mobilize the good- 
will of those who shared his aims but disputed his methods. 

When it was agreed that the form of any future union should 
be a federal rather than a unitary state, the Baathists, especially 
the Syrians, wanted to concentrate on defining the constitutional 
structure and the precise division of powers between the central 
and regional governments. But Nasser insisted that the first 
essential was to agree on the nature of the collective political 
leadership and on a unified army, without which the federal 
constitution would be no more than a disguise for the continued 
existence of separate sovereign states. Nasser was determined 
that in the central political leadership he should not find himself 
faced with Syrian and Iraq delegations consisting entirely of 
Baathists working together. For the Baathists might thereby 
control two-thirds of the federation and also possibly outvote 
Egypt in matters affecting the whole state. 

No agreement was reached on the composition or powers of 
the central command of a unified political organization and the 
talks then concentrated on two other matters: the terms of an 
agreed National Charter for Political Action, based on Nasser’s 
National Charter for Egypt, and the drafting of a federal con- 
stitution. As the talks were nearing their conclusion, the Baathists 
suddenly reversed their positions. They had hitherto urged speedy 
agreement on the principle of a constitution and stressed the 
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need for it to have a parliamentary democratic form (though a 
democracy limited by the banning of parties or individuals 
deemed to be feudalists, capitalists or enemies of Arab national- 
ism). Now they asked for the constitution to be shelved and for 
the transition period until elections and a federal union to be 
extended from months to years. During the transition they wanted 
only a loose kind of unity between the three states under a joint 
but not unified revolutionary council. 

Sensing that the Baathists were now in retreat from the whole 
unity concept, Nasser taunted them with going back on the 
ideals of democracy which they had preached while accusing 
him of personal dictatorship. 

To avoid the talks ending in open disagreement, which would 
have angered Arab public opinion, a compromise agreement 
was reached and published in a joint declaration on 17 April. 
It proclaimed the agreed aim of unifying Egypt, Syria and Iraq in 
a federal state under a single President, a post for which Nasser 
was the inevitable choice. There was to be an agreed political 
‘Charter of Unity’ as well as a constitution, and a central 
political leadership based on national fronts in the three regions. 
Within five months a referendum would be held to elect the 
President and his deputies and to approve the constitution and 
political charter. Within a further twenty months the federal 
constitution, providing for a house of representatives and a 
senate on American lines, would come into force and elections 
would be held. During this transition period there would be a 
loose unity maintained through the President ruling through a 
Presidential Council and Cabinet. 

At first sight it appeared a more prudent and sensible approach 
to unity than the hasty merger of Syria and Egypt into a single 
state in 1958. But the hollowness of the agreement was soon 
exposed and Nasser’s sense of the realities of power, whatever 
its motives, shown to be accurate. In Nasser’s view everything 
depended on the growth of confidence between Egypt and the 
Baathists. The test of this from his side would be the extent to 
which the Baath cooperated with the other pro-Nasser unionist 
elements in Syria and Iraq. 

During most of May Nasser was away from Egypt. He paid 
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a triumphal twelve-day visit to Ben Bella in Algeria and then 
went on to see Tito in Yugoslavia. Nasser and Tito noted an 
easing of tension between the world blocs following the solution 
of the Cuban missile crisis and the impending agreement between 
Russia, America and Britain on a partial nuclear test ban. But 
the clash between India and China and the growing rivalry 
between Moscow and Peking presented the non-aligned countries 
with new problems. On 22 May I^asser flew to Addis Ababa for 
the meeting of African heads of states which founded the Organi- 
zation of African Unity. His international prestige seemed to 
have swung back to its highest peak since just before the Syrian 
secession in 1961. He was President-designate - in principle, at 
least - of a new federal union bigger than the original UAR. 
As a result. King Hussein of Jordan was showing signs of seeking 
a modus vivendi with him. In the Yemen the fighting had virtually 
stopped and there seemed a good chance of a political settlement 
that would leave the new Republic intact. Nasser was improving 
Egypt’s international relations in other directions, too, except 
with Morocco, where Egypt and Algeria were supporting the 
left-wing radicals led by Ben Barka against the king and his 
conservative allies. Egypt had resumed diplomatic relations with 
France and Turkey and had received the first visit of a British 
minister since Suez in the person of Frederick Errol, the President 
of the Board of Trade. The West German Minister of Economics, 
Dr Scheel, had also visited Cairo, and Bonn had granted Egypt 
an 800 million D-Mark long-term loan on favourable terms for 
development projects. Nasser was playing a leading role among 
the African states now formally united in one organization, and 
Nehru’s preoccupation with the Chinese pressure on India’s 
border had given greater prominence to Nasser and Tito as the 
activists of the non-aligned group. Part of Nasser’s neutralist 
activity was to try to mediate with other non-aligned countries 
in the dispute between India and China. When his prime minister, 
Aly Sabry, went to Peking in April 1963 to try to persuade the 
Chinese to accept the non-aligned mediation proposals, he also 
stopped in Moscow on the way. Sabry was believed to have 
reassured the Russians that the current moves towards Arab 
unity were not an attempt to form an anti-Communist front 
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and that Cairo would try to persuade the Iraqis to ease up on 
their persecution of local Communists. 21 

Nasser also tried to avoid involvement in the growing Soviet- 
Chinese competition for influence in the Afro- Asian countries. 
When the Chinese premier, Chou En-lai, came to Cairo at the end 
of the year during his missionary tour of Africa, Nasser made it 
plain that his friendship with China could not be at Russia’s 
expense and that the Afro-Asian countries did not want to import 
revolution from anyone but to settle their own problems in their 
own way. 

Soon after Nasser’s return to Cairo he received a visit - long 
postponed at Egyptian request - from President Sallal of the 
Yemen. Sallal had earlier in the year quarrelled with the leading 
pro-Egyptian in his cabinet, Beidhani. He had dismissed Beidhani 
who had gone off to Aden and then back to Cairo. Now Sallal 
was anxious to strengthen his own prestige by jumping on the new 
Arab unity bandwagon as one of the ‘liberated states’. He was 
rebuffed by Nasser who clearly had no intention of bringing the 
Yemen into a projected Arab federal structure which was al- 
ready shaky and problematic enough. 

By this time, in any case, the shadow of new Arab dissension 
had again begun to fall across Nasser’s bright new prospects. 
Within a month of the conclusion of the Cairo agreement, a three- 
sided struggle for power had begun in Syria and Iraq between two 
rival factions in the Baath party and their non-Baathist and pro- 
Nasser unionist allies. In Syria pro-Nasser unionists were purged 
from the army and the administration. The more radical Baathists 
began to gain in influence: they favoured ‘going it alone’ if 
necessary, without local allies and without Nasser, to establish a 
union between Syria and Iraq under a Baathist left-wing socialist 
regime. 

On 17 May, through Heykal in Al Ahram, Nasser let it be 
known that he could no longer cooperate or coexist with the 
Syrian Baath leadership. But worse was to come. In July some of 
the moderate Baathists in Syria who opposed an open break with 
Nasser were expelled from the government, which was taken over 
by a Baathist oflicer, General Amin el-Hafiz, of more radical 
views. On 18 July some of the unionists who had been excluded 
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from power attempted a coup against the new government of 
General Hafiz. It failed and twenty-seven of the alleged plotters, 
thirteen officers and fourteen civilians, were executed. It was the 
bloodiest repression of a coup in modern Syrian history. Arab 
opinion, accustomed to a milder Syrian tradition which usually 
decreed imprisonment or exile for unsuccessful cowp-makers, was 
deeply shocked. 

The executions were nevertheless a tremendous rebuff for 
Nasser and for Egypt. In two speeches on 22 July in Cairo and 
four days later in Alexandria, Nasser launched a violent attack on 
the Baath and declared that Egypt considered herself no longer 
bound by the 17 April federal agreement. The Baathists who had 
taken over in Damascus were ‘fascists, opportunists and seces- 
sionists' to whom unity meant ‘domination, terrorism, murder, 
blood and the gallows’. The Syrian Baathists replied by accusing 
Nasser of being a ‘dictator’ and ‘secessionist’. 

The Iraqi President, Colonel Aref, tried to mediate in the new 
conflict between Nasser and the Baath with the h«pe of rescuing 
the April agreement. He went to see Nasser in August and in 
September went to Damascus where he made an agreement for 
Syrian-Iraqi military and economic cooperation to be followed 
eventually by a federation, as provided for in the Cairo agree- 
ment. On 7 October Syria and Iraq announced the unification of 
their armed forces. But a crisis was growing within the Baath 
leadership in Baghdad and between the Baathists and the 
nationalist army officers. The crisis had its origins in the national 
convention of the Baath party in Damascus. This meeting, held 
from 5-23 October, was a turning-point in Arab politics and 
in the relations of the Syrians with Nasser. The composition 
of the party’s national command and the policy adopted there 
revealed a sharp move towards the left and towards the younger 
generation of pro-Marxists. The convention decided in favour of 
a federal union between Syria and Iraq, while leaving the door 
open for Egypt to join the union at a later date. The union was to 
have a socialist economy and collective fanning. While maintain- 
ing the foreign policy of positive neutrality, the convention called 
for stronger ties with the socialist (Communist) camp. 22 

The more radical Iraqi Baathists, led by Ali Salih as-Saadi, the 
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former Minister of the Interior, pressed for the implementation 
of the new party programme, even at the cost of a conflict with 
Nasser and his supporters in Iraq. This led to a split within the 
Iraqi party. The crisis which now developed in Baghdad was, 
however, not only over the policy to adopt towards Egypt and 
Syria. It was also over the growing power of the ‘ National Guard 
the Baathist militia controlled by as-Saadi. The ‘National 
Guard’, formed to offset the Baathists’ lack of influence in the 
army, had begun by a bloody persecution of suspected Com- 
munists and had then established a general reign of terror in the 
streets. 

On 18 November, the army, under President Aref’s brother, 
Brigadier Abdul Rahman Aref, seized the opportunity of con- 
tinued wrangling among the Baathists to intervene in Baghdad, 
break up the National Guard and overthrow the government. 
President Aref took over full powers as head of an all-military 
revolutionary council and formed a new government of army 
officers, moderate Baathists and non-party administrators and 
technical experts. He was at once acclaimed by Cairo radio for 
having saved Iraq from the ‘criminal, agnostic, anti-Arab and 
anti-Islam Baath gang’. 23 

At the end of 1963, with Syria and Egypt again at loggerheads, 
Iraq in crisis, the fighting flaring up again in Yemen, a state of 
emergency declared in Aden after a bomb explosion at Aden air- 
port, Morocco and Algeria fighting over a border dispute, and a 
civil war breaking out between Greeks and Turks in Cyprus, the 
Middle East was in a not unfamiliar state of ferment. But yet 
another element of conflict, not new but comparatively quiescent 
for the previous seven years, reappeared and began paradoxically 
to ease some of the other troubles. Israel's plans for the diversion 
of the Jordan headwaters into her national irrigation system were 
about to mature. The Arab states who had shelved any counter- 
action over the past two years "' ere now faced with a challenge 
containing the danger of war, just when their hopes of unity had 
been dashed again. 

For Nasser the Jordan waters presented a particularly delicate 
problem. If he were called upon to risk war with Israel to stop 
the diversion, it would be on behalf of Syria and Jordan that he 
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would have to act. Both countries were ruled by regimes which 
were, for different reasons, his bitter enemies, and with whom all 
collaboration, including military, was now practically non- 
existent. Moreover, he knew quite well that in other respects, in- 
cluding his own military commitment in the Yemen, which had 
now crept up to 40,000 men, the Arabs were in no position to 
fight a successful war against Israel. Yet if they attempted to 
interfere militarily with the Israeli- water diversion they must be 
prepared for the fighting to escalate. If the Israeli challenge was 
to be taken seriously, the Arabs needed to put their quarrels on 
one side and strengthen their armed forces. Meanwhile they 
would have to find some non-military riposte to the Israeli 
diversion. Otherwise Egypt would find herself having to bear the 
brunt of a war triggered off by others and which she could not 
win. Yet, having assumed the role of Arab leader and being in 
competition now not only with the kings and ‘reactionaries’ but 
also with rival revolutionaries in Syria and Iraq, Nasser could not 
simply opt out of the Israeli problem, a matter which particularly 
stirred Arab opinion in Syria and Jordan. His onfy alternative, 
then, was to modify his ‘Arab Revolution ’ policy and accept co- 
operation or at least coexistence with opposing Arab regimes. He 
might hope thereby both to produce a more united front and to 
induce caution among the Arab leaders by spreading the respon- 
sibility for choosing between peace or war more widely. 

Perhaps in the light of the mounting cost of the Yemen war and 
the failure of the second attempt at closer Arab unity, Nasser was 
in any case glad of an opportunity to revise his Arab policy and 
disentangle himself for a time from fruitless quarrels and expen- 
sive commitments. On 23 December he issued a conciliatory call 
for a meeting of the heads of the Arab League states to discuss 
the Jordan waters. At the same time he suspended his propaganda 
campaign against his Arab opponents - King Saud, King Hussein, 
General Hafiz and the Baathists in Syria, and King Hassan of 
Morocco (attacked by Cairo over the Algerian border dispute). 

On 13-17 January 1964 the first of a series of Arab ‘summits’ 
met in Cairo. 



Chapter 15 

Arab Conflict and Arab Coexistence: 
Yemen, Saudi Arabia, the Baathists 
and the Maghreb, 1964-9 


The Cairo summit ushered in a period of about two years in 
which Nasser tried to pursue a policy of ‘coexistence* in the Arab 
world and of political and economic consolidation in Egypt. Tn 
Arab affairs his main effort was directed towards a pcjcc settle- 
ment in the Yemen and the adoption of a cautious unified Arab 
policy towards Israel. In place of his previous insistence that co- 
operation was possible only with states which shared his socialist 
and anti-imperialist policy, he went back to an older Egyptian 
policy of seeking cooperation with other Arab states within the 
Arab League framework, irrespective of ideology, provided they 
were not actively hostile to Egypt. Nasser’s relations with King 
Hussein of Jordan and with Iraq improved. This change was 
symbolized in Jordan’s recognition of the Yemen Republic in 
June 1964 and in the agreements between Nasser and Aref in 
May and December 1964 for an Egyptian-Iraqi ‘unified political 
leadership’ (which meant in practice regular consultation between 
Aref and Nasser and their respective governments). But the Arab 
Revolution was not forgotten and all was not sweetness and light 
between the Arab governments. 

Tension continued between Nasser and the Baathist regime in 
Syria and intermittently with Saudi Arabia. The Syrian regime 
became increasingly isolated - and for a time almost blockaded 
economically - by hostility from Egypt, Iraq and Jordan, while 
the internal struggles of the Baath party took it zig-zagging further 
towards the left. In the Yemen, in between the peace moves, the 
war flared up in brief, hard-fought battles, continuous guerrilla 
operations and air bombing. In North Africa, Nasser suffered a 
setback with the overthrow of his Algerian ally, Ben Bella, by the 
army leader, Colonel Boumedienne, in June 1965, and the assump- 
tion of full powers in Morocco by King Hassan at about the same 
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time. A few weeks earlier Nasser had once again quarrelled with 
President Bourguiba of Tunisia. 

Nor had Nasser abandoned the Arab liberation struggle: he 
encouraged the nationalist rebellion against the British and the 
sultans in Aden and South Arabia, and one of his themes from 
the Cairo summit onwards was the demand for an end to all 
foreign bases in the Arab world. The latter demand was directed 
against British bases in Aden and the Persian Gulf and the 
British and American bases in Libya. 

Nasser’s attitude towards the Western Powers alternated be- 
tween defiance and conciliation. In July 1964 he publicly offered 
the British government a deal over South Arabia. If taken up, it 
might have secured what then appeared to be Britain's long-term 
strategic interest in Aden; it might also have assured South 
Arabia’s orderly transition to independence. In a newspaper 
interview, Nasser declared that he was ready to recognize a truly 
independent South Arabian state. He drew a distinction between 
the maintenance of a British military staging-post in Aden, to 
which he had no objection, and a full-scale military base which 
might be used to intervene in Arab countries. He saw an indepen- 
dent South Arabian state as being achieved through negotiations 
between the British and the South Arabian nationalist opposition, 
but did not insist on its unity with the Yemen. 1 

With the Soviet Union Nasser’s ties of interest grew closer 
while he continued to assert his ideological as well as national 
independence. The two strands of this curious relationship were 
exemplified in Khrushchev’s visit to Egypt for the inauguration 
of the Aswan High Dam in May 1964 during which he and Nasser 
exchanged good-humoured but tenacious debate on the rival 
merits of Communism and Arab nationalism. 

Khrushchev spent sixteen days in Egypt together with his wife 
and his son-in-law, Alexei Adzhubei, the editor of Izvestia. He 
addressed the Egyptian National Assembly, supporting the Arabs’ 
’just demands’ over the Jordan waters and Nasser’s call for an 
end to foreign bases in Aden, Libya and Cyprus. 

On 13 May Khrushchev, in Nasser’s presence, inaugurated the 
diversion of the Nile round the High Dam site: he set off the 
charge which blew away the sand dam holding back the waters 
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in the Aswan gorge. With Nasser, he sailed over the Aswan 
Dam site. Suffering from the extreme heat, he cut short his tour 
of the Luxor antiquities, but he found time to lecture Nasser and 
the other assembled Arab leaders, including Sallal, Ben Bella and 
President Aref of Iraq, on the internationalist principles of 
Marxism. In a public speech he said the Arabs should think of 
Lenin’s ‘Workers of the World Unite’, rather than of a super- 
ficial, purely Arab unity of all classes. ‘The Arab farmer and Arab 
worker,’ he said, ‘is much closer to my heart than the Arab 
feudalist and capitalist.’ 2 

In Cairo a few days later, apparently provoked by some 
remarks of Aref about Arab nationalism, Khrushchev declared 
that Arab unity should be based on the forces of the working 
people, not on nationalities. Unity should be not just between 
Arabs but between all peoples, between all socialist states and all 
liberated peoples. In reply, Nasser defended the Arab nationalist 
idea and said that Egypt's goal of unity was not racial. 3 The day 
before Khrushchev left for home, Nasser announced that the 
Soviet Union had given Egypt a new long-term loan of £100 
million for industrial projects. 4 

The moves towards an agreement on the Yemen between 
Nasser and the Saudi rulers, which were begun at the Cairo sum- 
mit, were slow to develop. They were held up partly by the 
launching of a military offensive by the Yemeni royalists which 
for a few weeks cut the road communications between Sanaa and 
Hodeida. At the Cairo summit the meeting between Nasser and 
King Saud, a sick man, was little more than symbolic of concilia- 
tory intentions. But in March Nasser sent Field Marshal Amer to 
Ryadh. Amer and Crown Prince Feisal agreed on a communique 
announcing the resumption of diplomatic relations between 
Egypt and Saudi Arabia and declaring that neither state had 
ambitions in the Yemen. At the end of March there was a palace 
revolution in Ryadh. A majority of the royal princes, backed by 
the religious leaders, obliged King Saud to surrender all his 
powers to Feisal. For another seven months Feisal ruled as king 
in all but name until on 2 November Saud was formally deposed 
and Feisal succeeded to the royal title as well. 

Meanwhile in Sanaa a split was appearing in the Republican 
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ranks. Those who counted on Egyptian help to secure a republican 
victory were challenged by the so-called ‘third force’ who con- 
sidered that the continuation of the war and of the Egyptian 
military presence were now greater evils for the country than a 
compromise with the royalists. There was also conflict between 
Sallal’s military regime and those who Wanted a more liberal 
constitution. The Egyptians tried to persuade the republicans to 
form a coalition which would be ready to negotiate but only on 
terms which would not entail a breach with Cairo or an un- 
dignified and precipitate Egyptian withdrawal. Nasser himself 
joined in these conciliation efforts when he paid his first visit to 
the Yemen in April 1964. 

It was not until the second Arab summit meeting in Alexandria 
in September 1964, during which Nasser conferred with Feisal, 
that real progress towards a Yemen settlement began to appear. 
To strengthen their bargaining position at the conference, the 
Egyptians had launched their biggest military operation to date. 
They attacked royalist positions in the north- wes* Yemen , using 
tanks, armoured cars and paratroops, as well as infantry sup- 
ported by tribal irregulars. By July Nasser believed the offensive 
was a complete success and that victory over the royalists was in 
sight. 5 But his optimism proved ill-founded. The main Egyptian 
aim of cutting royalist communications with Saudi Arabia was 
not realized. The Egyptian forces eventually withdrew after 
suffering substantial losses. 

At their meeting in September both Nasser and Feisal appeared 
to be ready to press their respective proteges in the Yemen to 
compromise. At a subsequent secret meeting on 2 November at 
Erekwit in the Sudan between royalist and republican representa- 
tives, in the presence of Egyptian and Saudi observers, agreement 
was reached on a cease-fire to be followed on 23 November by a 
political conference between all the Yemeni factions. The aim of 
the conference would be to set up a coalition national govern- 
ment until a plebiscite could be held to decide the country’s 
future regime. But the conference was never held: no agreement 
could be reached on its composition and agenda. The republicans 
wanted to exclude any members of the ex-imam’s family from the 
conference. The royalists wanted to limit the agenda to the 
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creation of an interim government, leaving any discussion of the 
future constitution until the Egyptian forces had gone. The 
republicans insisted that before the Egyptians withdrew there 
must be agreement that the future Yemen state would be a 
republic and not a monarchy. 

The failure of the conference led to a breakdown of the cease* 
fire and to more argument among the republicans. Hundreds of 
dissident republicans, tribal sheikhs, religious leaders and officials, 
were arrested by Sallal and the Egyptians. Tn December 1964, 
three leading liberals, Abdul Rahman Iryani and Mohammed 
Mahmoud az-Zubeiri, both deputy premiers, and Ahmed Moham- 
med Nomaan, then president of the consultative council, resigned 
their posts. They denounced the ‘corruption, impotence and 
bankruptcy’ of Sallal’s regime and called for a more liberal 
constitution. 6 

These defections brought the uncompromising General 
Hassan al-Amri to the premiership while the Egyptians carried 
out a new military offensive, in which they again suffered con- 
siderable losses for little gain of territory. Some of the influential 
republican tribes, who had been showing signs of increasing 
rcstiveness at the Egyptian military presence, threatened to 
occupy Sanaa unless General Amri were replaced by Nomaan as 
prime minister. 7 

Faced with an unpromising military and political situation, 
Nasser decided in the spring of 1965 on an important change of 
policy. He ordered the withdraw ,1 of the more remote Egyptian 
military outposts and concentrated Egyptian forces on the 
central southern massif where the main republican strongholds 
could be protected more easily and cheaply. At the same time, he 
agreed to the formation of a new republican government with 
Nomaan as prime minister, as the prelude to a new attempt to 
bring about a peace settlement. 

Nomaan was an intellectual with western liberal ideas about 
constitutional and social reform. He had once been the tutor of 
the ex-imam al Badr. Like Sallal and other revolutionaries he had 
spent Several yeais in the Imam Ahmed’s fortress prison. Between 
1955 and 1962 he had been in exile in Cairo. He formed a capable 
and independent-minded government, but it lasted only ten weeks. 
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When Sallal, without consulting his ministers, set up a supreme 
armed forces council to deal with all war matters, Nomaan 
resigned and flew to Cairo to appeal to Nasser. 

Nomaan believed that most of the difficulties between the 
Yemeni republicans and Egypt over peace negotiations resulted 
from a conflict within the Egyptian leadership. Nasser, he 
thought, favoured peace and -disengagement through political 
conciliation, while the Egyptian military, headed by Amer, 
constantly sought an escalation of the fighting in pursuit of a 
prestige military victory. Nasser had personally advised Nomaan 
not to insist on calling the Yemen a republic if this stood in the 
way of an agreement with the royalists. 8 Nomaan has described 
how when he tried to reach an agreement with Saudi Arabia be- 
fore submitting it to Egypt for approval, the Egyptian authorities 
in the Yemen stopped financial aid to his government to bring it 
down. When he flew to Cairo to see Nasser, he found the Egyptian 
President in full agreement with his peace plan. But the next day 
at a second meeting with Nasser - at which Anwar es-Sadat was 
present - the tone was changed. Nasser said they must take the 
matter to Amer. So they all went to Amer's house. When Amer 
declared that Egypt could not accept a solution negotiated in- 
dependently by the Yemenis, Nasser reversed his earlier attitude 
and opposed Nomaan’s plan. 9 

Nomaan and several of his supporters who had flown to 
Cairo to join him were detained in the Egyptian capital and not 
allowed to return to the Yemen. Several dozen more of Nomaan’s 
followers were arrested in Sanaa, where Sallal formed a new 
predominantly military government and once more appointed 
Amri prime minister. 

Peace looked further off than ever. The Egyptians were reported 
to be reinforcing their army in the Yemen, bringing it up to over 
50,000 men. In a speech on 22 July 1965, Nasser threatened to 
resume the bombing of bases in Saudi Arabia if Feisal did not 
stop supplies to the royalists. But only a month later the picture 
had changed again and Nasser was flying to Jedda to negotiate a 
new peace agreement with Feisal. 

One of the reasons impelling Nasser to seek peace was the 
growing cost to Egypt of the Yemen war in economic as well as 
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political terms. The Egyptian army casualties were running into 
several thousands. Tens of millions of pounds had been spent on 
the war as well as on economic and technical aid to the Yemenis.* 

The war was not unpopular with all of the Egyptian army, 
because of the bonuses for service in the Yemen and the chance 
it gave to buy and bring home foreign goods unobtainable in 
Egypt. But it was felt as an onerous burden by the Egyptian 
public. Lives and money, it was believed, were being squandered 
in a remote and ungrateful country in which Egypt had no real 
interest, at a time when Egypt herself was running into ever 
heavier debt to try and finance her own five-year development 
plans. The economic strain of rapid industrialization was causing 
discontent among the middle class and signs of political unrest. 
The burden was aggravated by the international impact of the 
Yemen war. 

In the autumn of 1964 the Johnson administration in Washing- 
ton had made it clear to Nasser that he could not count on 
economic support from the United States unless he made a 
greater effort to settle the Yemen war and withdrew his forces. 
The US administration was itself already under pressure from 
anti-Nasser lobbies in the Congress to suspend aid to Egypt. Un- 
luckily Nasser’s agreement to the Erekwit cease-fire in the Yemen 
was quickly followed by a clash with the United States over the 
Congo. By one of the strange twists of Congo politics, Tshoinbe, 

•There is little reliable informatic . on either the human or material 
costs to Egypt of the Yemen war. Dana Adams Schmidt, for example 
(Yemen, The Unknown War, pp. 2^4-5) quotes a figure - which he claims 
was obtained by a foreign intelligence source from official Egyptian army 
records - of 15,194 Egyptians killed and four times that number wounded 
or captured between October 1962 and June 1964. This is obviously far too 
high - it would amount to some 75,000 casualties, or more than the total 
number of the Egyptian army ’ikely to have been in the Yemen during that 
period and out of whom it was unusua. V/' more than one or two thousand 
to be engaged in active operations at one time. Western estimates of the 
financial cost to Egypt varied from £10 million to £20 million a year, 
though some put it as high as £50 million or even twice that amount during 
the first year of th>- war. A senior Egyptian economic official told me in 
July 1969 that he estimated the foreign exchange costs of the Yemen war 
at £10 million a year at first but that this figure was reduced when the army 
cut down its special allowances and economized on operations. 
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the former Katanga secessionist leader, had emerged at the head of 
the Congo Central government. He was still anathema to the more 
radical African nationalists as the man considered responsible for 
the murder of Lumumba and for his reliance on the Belgians and 
on white mercenaries. At the first meeting of the heads of state of 
the Organization for African Unity in Cairo in July 1964, a 
majority of the delegates voted to exclude Tshombe from the 
conference, although he was the Congo prime minister. When 
Tshombe arrived in Cairo to the embarrassment of the Egyptian 
government, he was held for a time under what amounted to a 
polite form of house arrest. Tshombe’s rise to power in Leopold- 
ville led to a revolt against his government by the remnants of 
the more radical Lumumbists and Gizenga supporters in Stanley- 
ville. When attempts by the OAU to settle the Congo civil war 
proved unsuccessful, Nasser gave moral support to the Stanley- 
ville rebels - material support was limited by the refusal of the 
Sudan to let arms and supplies go to the rebels across its territory. 
He thus found himself on the opposite side from the United 
States which was supporting the Congo central government. 

American planes carried Belgian paratroopers who joined with 
Congo government troops and white mercenaries in the capture 
of Stanleyville and the rescue of European hostages held there. 
The Stanleyville operations roused protests among African 
nationalists. In Cairo riots took place in which the United States 
embassy library was burned down. President Johnson’s angry 
reaction was strengthened by an unrelated incident: an American 
private plane belonging to one of his personal friends was shot 
down by Egyptian anti-aircraft fire when it strayed off course 
over Egypt and failed to respond to a challenge. Johnson let 
Nasser know that U S aid to Egypt would be suspended unless 
Cairo took a line more friendly to the U S. Nasser replied with a 
petulant, defiant speech in December 1964. Egypt could do with- 
out aid, he said, if it meant accepting political strings, and he 
rudely told the Americans they could take their aid and ‘ drink up 
the Red Sea’ (or in American terms ‘go jump in the lake’). The 
United States suspended further supplies of surplus wheat, but a 
complete break in relations was avoided. Egyptian apologies and 
payment of damages prepared the way for a patching up of the 
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quarrel. But from then on confidence between Cairo and Washing* 
ton was shaky to say the least, and American aid uncertain. 

Such was the background of Nasser’s meeting with King Feisal 
in Jedda. After two days of secret talks, they signed an agreement 
which reaffirmed the principles of a cease-fire in the Yemen and 
a national political conference, which had already been agreed 
on at Erekwit but not implemented. Egyptian troops were to be 
withdrawn within ten months, beginning from 23 November 
1965. Saudi Arabia was to stop aid of all kinds to the royalists or 
the use of its territory for military operations in the Yemen. A 
plebiscite would be held on the Yemen’s future form of govern- 
ment not later than 23 November 1966, that is, two months after 
the last Egyptian soldier had left. To decide on a transitional 
regime and provisional government until the plebiscite was held, 
a conference of fifty members, half nominated by the republicans 
and half by the royalists, was to meet at Haradh in the Yemen on 
23 November 1965. 

There may also have been a secret agreement between Nasser 
and Feisal to exclude both President Sallal and theex-Imam al 
Badr from the national conference and from the Yemen while a 
settlement was negotiated. 10 In any event Sallal left the Yemen 
for Cairo and stayed in Egypt until September 1966 when he 
returned to Sai aa to take over power again. Al Badr moved to 
Taif in Saudi Arabia aud became even more of a cypher among 
the royalist leadership than before. 

The absence from the Yemen of Sallal and al Badr, the chief 
symbols of a rigid revolutionary republicanism and of the old 
theocratic monarchy, may have been calculated to help the 
Yemenis find a compromise answer to the still disputed question 
of what the transitional status of the Yemen should be called. 
Should it be named a republic or simply the ‘state of the Yemen*, 
which would leave the door o;*en to the restoration of the 
Imamate 0 Partly because of its failure to settle this question the 
Haradh conference ended in deadlock after nearly a month’s 
talks. The intransigence of the Yemenis themselves was largely 
responsible. But, while the deadlock continued, confidence be- 
tween Egypt and Saudi Arabia began to break down again. 
Feisal’s suspicions were aroused because a month after the Haradh 
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conference began the Egyptians still showed no signs of with- 
drawing any troops. The Saudis believed the Egyptian promise 
to withdraw was unconditional; the Egyptians claimed it was 
conditional on the conclusion of an interim political settlement. 

The Saudis on their side had aroused Nasser’s disquiet by a 
big arms deal with the British. In collaboration with the Ameri- 
cans, the British had contracted to supply Saudi Arabia with 
over £100 million-worth of jet fighters, ground-to-air missiles and 
radar equipment, with technicians to train the Saudis to use the 
new weapons. Reports of the deal had followed a visit to Ryadh 
by the British Minister of State at the Foreign Office, George 
Thomson, in September 1965. Thomson also went to Cairo to 
see Nasser. His arrival there coincided to the day with the 
British decision to suspend the constitution in Aden in the face 
of growing nationalist disturbances. Nasser refused to see him. 

Nasser believed that the British were now building up Saudi 
Arabia as a partner and eventual successor in protecting the 
South Arabian federation and the Gulf oil sheikhdoms against 
local Nasser-inspired revolutionary forces. (In fact the new 
Labour government of Harold Wilson was never more than half- 
hearted in this policy; it found difficulty in making up its mind 
whether to try to hold on to its remaining military toeholds in the 
Middle East or to attempt a new political deal with Nasser and 
local Arab nationalists. It wobbled confusingly between the two 
and achieved neither. The Saudi arms deal was not made prima- 
rily for reasons of Arabian policy. It was partly a commercial 
export coup and partly an arrangement to help pay the Americans 
for the FI 1 1 aircraft which had been ordered to support the * East 
of Suez’ policy, the British plan for a continued Anglo-American 
naval and air presence and communications system in the Indian 
Ocean area.) 

Nasser’s belief was strengthened by the tough measures taken 
by the British in Aden to put down the growing rebellion against 
the hastily constructed South Arabian federation. It looked to him 
as if, in the event of their having to give up their Aden base, the 
British were determined to leave behind a client state in South 
Arabia run by the sultans and allied with Saudi Arabia, with both 
states armed by the British and supported by a British air and 
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naval presence in the background. Nasser saw this prospect as a 
device for frustrating the Arab liberation movement in the 
Arabian peninsula and ensuring that if British imperialism went 
out by the door it would climb back by the window. In his eyes 
it was a direct contradiction of the spirit of the Jedda agreement. 
The Jedda settlement had been made between Arabs themselves 
without the interference of foreign powers: it was basically an 
agreement by Egypt and Saudi Arabia not to interfere militarily 
in the working out of a revolution and its consequences in an 
Arabian state. 

The Saudis could fairly argue that their purchase of British 
planes and American missiles was a natural defensive response to 
Egypt’s bombing of their territory - with planes bought from 
Russia. Why they asked, should they not be as free to buy arms 
from the West as Nasser was to buy them from the Russians? But 
Nasser’s suspicions were further sharpened when Feisal, on a state 
visit to Teheran, joined with the Shah of Iran in a call for a 
conference of Islamic states. The move was obviously intended as 
a counter to the Arab League summits and to Nasser’s appeai to 
Arab nationalism. Nasser considered the Shah an enemy of the 
Arabs because Iran half -recognized Israel and supplied her with 
oil. Iran was also a member of CENTO, the successor to the 
Baghdad Pact. She had sent money and arms to the Yemen 
royalists, was believed to be secretly helping the Kurdish rebels 
in Iraq, and laid claim to the Arab sheikhdom of Bahrein and to 
the future leading role in the Pei .Jan Gulf. 

The Islamic conference idea - never put forward as a proposal 
for an alliance as Nasser usually described it - was muddled and 
ill-timed. It was a result of the same misconception of the role of 
Islam in Arab politics that had led the United States to encourage 
King Saud to match himself against Nasser as a leader of the 
Arab world at the time of the Eismhower Doctrine. If its motive 
was transparent, its conception was vague. In itself it never 
constituted a serious threat to Egyptian influence, and did Feisal 
little good. But Nasser saw it as a symbol of Anglo-American 
intentions to play a more active part in backing ‘reactionary’ or 
counter-revolutionary forces in the Arab world, as the United 
States appeared to him already to be doing in other parts of 



422 The Arab Revolution 

Africa and Asia. This could mean that Saudi Arabia and the 
South Arabian sultans might combine to crush the Yemen revo- 
lution as soon as the Egyptian army had left. 

In a speech at Port Said on 23 December 1965, Nasser de- 
nounced the new move by Feisal and the Shah. He warned the 
royalists in the Yemen that if they renewed the war, as they had 
threatened, the republicans Would fight back. Two months later 
the British government announced in its Defence White Paper 
that it intended to withdraw its forces from South Arabia and 
give up the Aden base by 1968 after South Arabia became in- 
dependent. 

The British announcement appears to have been decisive in 
confirming Nasser’s change of mind about an early withdrawal 
of Egyptian forces from the Yemen. His Yemen policy now 
entered a new phase. Henceforward it was geared not to the needs 
of a long-term political settlement within the Yemen, but to the 
short-term aim of keeping Egyptian troops there until the British 
had withdrawn from South Arabia. 

In the Yemen the attempt to defeat the royalists and gain 
control of the whole country was to be abandoned. The main 
republican territory in the central massif, the coastal plain and 
the south was to be securely but defensively held. Nasser’s main 
offensive operation would be an indirect one aimed at hitting the 
presumed alliance between the Saudis, the British, the Yemen 
royalists and the South Arabian sultans at its weakest spot - in 
South Arabia and Aden. Here, by supplying arms, training, 
money and political support to the nationalist rebels, Nasser 
could intervene as cheaply as the Saudis had in the Yemen, and 
with more hope of decisive effect. He believed - rightly as it 
turned out - that the South Arabian sultans and the Aden con- 
servatives who supported the Federation were even more depen- 
dent on British backing for their position than the Yemen 
Republic was on the Egyptian army. Nasser may have had in his 
mind, as some believed, a far-reaching plan for the spread of the 
Arab Revolution throughout the Arabian Peninsula and the 
Persian Gulf, by which the rump of a Yemen Republic would be 
joined with South Arabia - itself overrun by a combination of 
nationalist guerrillas and the Egyptian army after the departure 



Arab Conflict and Arab Coexistence 423 

of the British - to form a revolutionary base. According to these 
theories, the revolution would spread through guerrilla networks 
of ‘Arab liberation movements’ along the Arabian coasts from 
South Arabia up to the oil sheikhdoms of the Gulf, and eventually 
into the heartland of Saudi Arabia itself. Through a system of 
Arabian satellites Nasser would then be master of the main 
Middle East oil supplies. He could flourish them as a political 
weapon against the West and he could milk the oil revenues to 
finance economic development for Egypt’s teeming millions. 

These theories seemed to ignore both some hard facts of 
geography about the Arabian peninsula, its huge distances and 
lack of land communications, and also much of the previous 
evidence about Nasser's political thinking and the conduct of his 
policies. Nasser certainly believed in ‘Arab liberation’ as part of 
the world-wide anti-colonialist and anti-imperialist struggle. He 
considered that in the Arabian peninsula the rule of the kings, 
sheikhs and sultans was archaic, helped to keep most of the 
peninsula in the Middle Ages, and should be changed. He 
thought that the Arab slates could strike a better bargain with the 
rest of the world over their military, political and economic (in- 
cluding oil) interests if they acted together rather than separately. 
And if they were to have a unified foreign policy it could only be 
one of non-alignment, because it was impossible to have unity 
between countries allies., differently with the Western or Eastern 
blocs. But Nasser had few illusions left about achieving a close 
political unity between the Arab fates, either by the kind of cons- 
titutional merger twice tried unsuccessfully with Syria or through 
the empire-building by conquest attributed to him by some 
Western political leaders. However blinded by ambition, Nasser 
could scarcely fail to see from his own experience that as soon as 
an Arab state became truly independent it would want in the first 
instance to be independent of Cairo as well. 

The nationalists of South Arabia proved to be no exception to 
this experience. Nasser at first supported the more moderate of 
the South Arabian nationalist rebel groups, FLOSY (Front for 
the Liberation of South Yemen) formed in exile in Taiz and 
Cairo. FLOSY's creation followed the proclamation of the state 
of emergency in Aden, the suspension of the constitution, the out- 
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break of terrorism and the arrest or exile of leaders of the Aden 
Trades Union Congress and the Peoples Socialist Party. It was 
formed by Abdullah al Asnag and other Aden TUC and PSP 
leaders, together with the former Aden chief minister, Abdul 
Qawi Hassan Mackawee. These leaders were at first opposed to 
terrorism and Asnag was prepared for a negotiated settlement 
with the British through the Mediation of the United Nations. 
But FLOSY was gradually forced to adopt more extremist 
positions under pressure of the terrorist exploits of its chief rival, 
the National Liberation Front, and because of the delay by the 
British in offering political terms which Asnag and his colleagues 
could accept with a hope of survival. The NLF demanded 
simply the unconditional departure of the British and the end of 
the Sultan’s rule. The NLF had begun as only a handful of 
determined young revolutionaries, but it swiftly gathered support, 
especially as the British army began to lay a heavier hand on the 
Aden population in counter-terrorist operations. 

At one period it seemed as if the rivalry bet\\*en FLOSY and 
the NLF reflected a conflict within Egypt’s policy like that over 
the Yemen. There is some evidence that while Nasser was still 
supporting Asnag and Mackawee in a policy of negotiation, 
Egyptian military intelligence in the Yemen was building up the 
NLF in the conviction that only terrorism and not talking would 
persuade the British to leave Aden. It may be that Nasser was 
keeping two strings to his bow, but as the rebellion grew and the 
NLF gathered more strength, the Egyptians officially switched 
their support to the NLF, though without entirely dropping 
FLOSY. In the British press, the NLF was constantly referred 
to as a simple terrorist tool of Egypt, until the last stages of the 
rebellion when the NLF began to show the deep native roots it 
had grown and asserted its independence of Cairo. Then it was 
the FLOSY leaders, beaten on their home ground in Aden by 
the NLF, and operating from exile in the Yemen and Cairo, 
who were labelled as Egyptian stooges. 

Perhaps one of the most striking things about Nasser’s Yemen 
adventure was his lack of a plan. He had intervened with the 
general idea of supporting the Yemen revolution and beating off 
a Saudi attempt to crush it. The move fitted his general aims and 
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his political purposes of the moment, but the subsequent vacilla- 
tions of his policy between peace and war, between disengage- 
ment and reinforcement, between conciliation and conflict with 
Saudi Arabia, suggested not only political differences at home 
but also how little his Yemen policy was related to a coherent 
broader strategy for Arabia and the Gulf. Characteristically, it 
was not until he saw what he thought to be the crystallization of 
a clear and hostile strategic concept by his opponents that he 
began to clarify his own purposes. 

If he could hang on in the Yemen until the British had left 
South Arabia and, with luck, the sultans there had been over- 
thrown or forced to compromise with the nationalists, then 
what he took to be a British-backed pincer movement directed 
against the Yemen republic would have been frustrated. Even if 
he did not count on an Egyptian-backed union between the Ye- 
men Republic and a nationalist South Arabia, he could hope to be 
in a stronger position to resume negotiations with Feisal. At 
worst the departure of British forces from South Arabia would 
enable him to claim a share of credit for yet another act of Arab 
liberation and so make it easier for him to withdraw his own 
forces from the Yemen without loss of face. 

The holding operation Nasser consequently initiated in the 
Yemen had four elements. The territory held by the republicans 
and Egyptians was further contracted to enable the central 
bastion of the Republic, which contained a majority of the 
country’s population and main towns within the Sanaa-Taiz- 
Hodcida triangle, to be held more easily. A republican govern- 
ment was required reliable enough to accept the continued 
Egyptian presence and tough enough to suppress those Yemenis 
who might want to end it too soon. A greater effort was made to 
consolidate the revolutionary regime and strengthen Egyptian 
influence by economic and socia* development aid. Royalist 
attacks and royalist attempts at political consolidation were to be 
kept in check, especially at a later stage, by the ruthless use of air 
attack against the mountain and desert villages from which the 
royalist tribes operated. This air attack included gas bombing. 11 

Nasser was probably encouraged to adopt this policy by 
promises of Soviet military and economic aid, not only for Egypt 
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but also for the Yemen Republic. It was in Russia’s interest to 
expedite the departure of the British from Aden. The Russians 
also professed to believe they were facing a world-wide American 
counter-revolutionary offensive against national liberation move- 
ments, of which Vietnam was only the most violent example. They 
saw the British ‘East of Suez’ policy as meant to help the United 
States in its allegedly self-appointed role of ‘world gendarme’ 
against revolutionaries of the Third World. In this new phase of 
the cold war, in which the revolutionary competition of China 
had also become a serious factor for Moscow, Soviet policy 
sought to bring about a closer association between the ‘pro- 
gressive’ Arab states - Egypt, Syria, Iraq, Yemen and Algeria. 
The Russians wanted especially a rapprochement between Nasser 
and Syria where on 23 February 1966, a militantly left-wing group 
of the Baath party seized power and established closer ties with 
Moscow. This rapprochement was one of the purposes of the visit 
to Cairo in May 1966 of the Soviet premier, Kpsygin. 

The period of Arab ‘coexistence’ symbolized by the Arab sum- 
mits was over, though its demise was not officially declared until 
July 1966 when Nasser refused to attend the next Arab summit, 
planned to be held in Algiers in September. Several events in the 
autumn of 1966 indicated that Nasser was battening down the 
hatches for a new period of revolutionary storm. In Cairo, 
Zacharia Mohieddin, an apostle of economic retrenchment and 
abstention from Arab adventures, who had been appointed prime 
minister after the Jedda agreement, was replaced by Sidky Sulei- 
man. The new premier was an engineer-officer who favoured a 
policy of more rapid economic expansion but had no independent 
political stature or views. A new defence agreement was signed 
with Syria and a violent propaganda campaign launched against 
the Saudi Arabian monarchy. President Sallal was sent back 
to the Yemen to take over the government there and to suppress 
the growing agitation among the republicans for more indepen- 
dence from Egyptian control. After the breakdown of the Haradh 
conference and the resumption of the fighting, the Egyptians had 
kept Sallal in Cairo and relied on his deputy, General Hassan al 
Amri, to run the government. But Amri had proved less 
reliable than expected. He had found the Egyptian control in 
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Sanaa increasingly irksome, especially when the Egyptian army 
prevented him from receiving Soviet bloc military aid direct and 
distributing the weapons to suit his own purposes. He had begun 
to move closer to Nomaan and Iryani and other liberal republican 
leaders. Nasser decided to send Sallal back to take over as prime 
minister as well as President. Despite Amri’s protests, Sallal 
arrived by air in Sanaa on 12 August. Amri tried to prevent 
Sallal’s landing by force but was frustrated by Egyptian tanks. 
Unable to leave the country any other way, Amri flew to Cairo 
with some of his liberal allies to appeal to Nasser. Instead of 
being received by Nasser they were placed under house arrest. 

Six weeks after his return, Sallal began a purge of his republican 
opponents. Hundreds were arrested or fled into exile, some 
executed. Eight senior army officers and officials accused of high 
treason were publicly executed by machine-gun fire in Sanaa’s 
main square. 

Feisal, as well as Nasser, was having trouble keeping his 
Yemeni proteges in line. In August 1966 he briefly cut off supplies 
to the royalists to discourage them from mounting an offensive 
for which their leaders were pressing. For Feisal, as for Nasser, 
winning the war in the Yemen had become secondary to other 
concerns at least for the time being. So long as the Egyptians were 
withdrawing from terrify ry instead of advancing, he was content 
for the royalists to mark time and not waste his money. He also 
needed to gain time to complete the new air defence system 
being installed by the British at emergency speed on the Yemen 
border. 

By the spring of 1967, on the eve of the Arab-Isracl war, the 
Yemen Republic, despite resentment at Sallal’s police repression 
and the continued presence of some 40,000 Egyptian troops, 
appeared to be developing a political solidity of its own, un- 
matched by anything comparable on the royalist side. The old 
ruling class of the royal family and the sayyeds or nobles had been 
replaced by a new class of officials, army officers and business- 
men, strengthened by an inflow of young educated men from a 
rapidly expanding education programme. There were modem 
schools for boys and girls in every town and primary schools in 
many villages, as well as hospitals, clinics, water systems and new 
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roads which were helping to end the isolation in which most 
Yemeni villagers had lived for centuries. There were three 
Russian-built vocational training schools in Sanaa, Taiz and 
Hodeida and 2,000 Yemeni students had been sent abroad, 1,000 
to Egypt and 900 to the Soviet Union. Egypt had supplied 
hundreds of teachers, doctors, engineers and other experts and 
advisers. Substantial aid was also coming from other sources. 
Kuwait helped with primary education. The Americans had built 
one of the country’s main roads at a cost of $22 million and the 
Chinese the other. Communist bloc aid in the form of cheap 
loans totalled $118 million of which $28 million came from 
China and $72 million from Russia for industrial and agricul- 
tural projects. There were believed to be several hundred Russian 
technicians in the country, about half of them military. 

There was little fighting. In the mountains and deserts, outside 
the Sanaa-Hodeida-Taiz triangle held by the Egyptian army, the 
royalists could move about and even infiltrate as far as the out- 
skirts of Sanaa, though liable to air attack if they were in more 
than small groups. But with limited aid from Saudi Arabia, little 
help from anywhere else and few local economic resources, they 
could not hope to lay the basis of a state administration or develop 
an economy. In the no-man’s-land from which the Egyptians had 
withdrawn, their air bombardment had left a trail of ruined 
villages. 12 

Although the Yemen continued to place a heavy extra burden 
on Egypt’s over-strained economy, it is probable that but for the 
war with Israel, Nasser could have continued to hold his position 
there for some time, at least until the British left South Arabia. 
But after the defeat by Israel in June 1967, he needed every man 
and every piastre to defend Egypt herself and maintain her 
economy. 

At the Khartoum conference of Arab heads of state at the end 
of August 1967, Nasser and King Feisal reached agreement on 
the withdrawal of Egyptian troops from the Yemen by the end 
of the year - the date by which Britain was also due to withdraw 
her forces from a newly independent South Arabian Federation. 
The Saudis would stop their subsidies to the royalists when the 
Egyptians had gone. A tripartite Arab commission headed by the 
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Sudan prime minister, with the acting Foreign Minister of Iraq 
nominated by Egypt and the Moroccan foreign minister nomi- 
nated by Saudi Arabia, were to try to arrange a peace conference 
and settlement between the Yemeni republicans and royalists.* 
Sallal angrily denounced the Khartoum agreement as a be- 
trayal by Egypt. When the tripartite peace mission arrived in 
Sanaa it was met by demonstrations in which Yemenis and 
Egyptians were killed. It stayed less then twenty-four hours. But 
a month later on 3 November Sallal, fearing an imminent military 
coup against him, left the Yemen, ostensibly for Moscow but in 
fact for Baghdad, leaving a letter of resignation behind him. 

On 5 November after anti-Sallal army units had taken control, 
a new government was formed in Sanaa. Sallal was replaced as 
head of state by a presidential council of the three liberal leaders, 
Iryani, Nomaan and Mohammed Ali Uthman. The new prime 
minister was Muhsin el Aini. Nomaan soon resigned because his 
colleagues still refused to negotiate with the royalists unless the 
Imam’s family were excluded from the talks. He was replaced by 
General Amri who returned from Cairo. On 18 December Amri 
also became premier. 

As the last Egyptian troops withdrew between 1-15 December 
1967, the royalists closed in to lay siege to Sanaa. But the general 
prediction that the R. public could not survive without the 
Egyptian army was dramatically proved wrong. The siege of the 
capital lasted seventy days. It \ as broken by the determined 
resistance led by General Amri and the elite units of the new 
Yemen republican army, the paratroops and commandos. Young 
civilian townsmen, intellectuals and workers, shopkeepers and 
artisans organized popular resistance forces and stopped panic 
in the city. 13 The mainly Shafei citizens of Sanaa were prepared 
to fight rather than risk the looting and killing that would have 
followed surrender to the royalist Zeidi tribesmen; a similar 
bloody experience in the early years of the century at the hands 
of the Iman Yahya and his men was still remembered. 

The republican resistance was stiffened by more Soviet arms 
supplies, including, it was said, some planes urgently flown in. It 
seemed that over the years the Republic with Egyptian help had 
*For further details of the Khartoum conference see Chapter 19. 
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built better than itself and most of the world knew. The new 
ruling Hite thrown up by the revolution and trained under the 
Egyptians could stand on its own feet and was prepared to fight 
to preserve its gains. It might be long before they could bring the 
royalist guerrillas in the mountains under control, especially if 
the Saudis continued to pay the tribes. But the royalists were 
themselves shown to be a hollow thrbat with no chance of taking 
over the state. The situation was a stalemate, but the odds for the 
future favoured the Republic, especially now that in neighbouring 
South Arabia, even before the British withdrawal was completed, 
the federal government of the sultans had totally collapsed and t he 
National Liberation Front had seized power with the acquies- 
cence of the federal army, and set up the South Yemen Republic. 

The chief obstacle to peace in the Yemen became the vested 
interest of the tribes in keeping the war going for the money and 
arms they got in bribes from each side. After Saudi Arabia began 
to cut off its subsidies, fighting died away. Royalists and republi- 
cans once more began to seek a political settlement, but this time 
on the basis of the royalist acceptance of the Republic. By the 
summer of 1969, though peace had not yet been formally agreed 
upon, the war seemed virtually over. Fighting broke out again at 
the end of the year, but a few months later Saudi Arabia formally 
recognized the Yemen Republic. 

The war had cost Egypt dear in men, money and international 
goodwill. It played its part indirectly in the events leading to the 
disaster of the 1967 war with Israel. Nasser was then obliged to 
make what seemed at the time a humiliating settlement with 
Feisal at the Khartoum conference. If he had hoped to retain a 
permanent military foothold for Egypt in Southern Arabia he 
had lost it. But it is unlikely that such was his aim. In the event, 
he could claim that if Arab liberation and social revolution were 
necessary and desirable, then Egypt’s sacrifices in the Yemen had 
not been in vain. The Yemen Republic and revolution had un- 
doubtedly been saved by the Egyptian army, and consolidated 
with Egyptian civil aid. 

The liberation of South Arabia from British imperial rule as 
well as from the local sultans by the nationalist rebels owed some- 
thing to Egyptian help and to the Yemen revolution. The pres- 
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sures generated by the revolution in the Yemen had hastened the 
introduction of governmental and social reforms in Saudi 
Arabia itself. They had even helped Feisal to take over the throne 
from his brother. 

Nasser was not alone to blame for the prolongation of the 
Yemen war, nor for the Aden rebellion and the repeated failure 
of peace negotiations, though his responsibility for discouraging 
conciliation, especially in South Arabia, at certain critical times 
was heavy indeed. Feisal’s support for the royalists was also 
measured in accordance with his own interests rather than those 
of the Yemeni people. In trying unsuccessfully to force through 
the South Arabian federation and in leaving serious negotiations 
with the nationalist opposition until it was too late, the British 
government also pursued primarily its own strategic and eco- 
nomic interests rather than those of the people of Aden (though 
until political virtue was restored to it by economic necessity, it 
had no difficulty in persuading itself that the two sets of interests 
were identical). 

The cost to the Yemen itself in lives and material damage 
from Egyptian arms was heavy and tragic. To set against it was 
the beginning of the emancipation of the greater part of the 
country from a political and social system of cruel backward- 
ness, a system which had been maintained by terrorism in the 
interests of the privileged leaders of a religious minority. 

However crudely and however expensively for Egypt, Nasser in 
Aiabia was on the right side of history. 




Part Three 


Israel 




Chapter 16 

The Arabs, Israel and the Great Powers: 

The Breakdown of the Peace, 1957-67 

The picture which most Europeans and Americans have of 
Nasser was probably formed not by the performance of his 
regime in Egypt, but by his hostility to the traditional forms of 
Western influence in the Arab world and above all by his attitude 
towards Israel. Even those, for example on the European left, 
who sympathized with Nasser's efforts to reform and develop 
Egypt, accepted his campaigns against British colonialism and 
military bases in the Middle East and his support for the Algerian 
nationalists as a justifiable anti-imperialism, found themselves 
condemning his policy towards Israel and in some cases approv- 
ing the Israeli ‘preventive’ wars against Egypt in 1956 and 1967. 

In 1967 many in the West and in Israel once again saw Nasser 
as a kind of Hitler, this time as the leader or instigator of a 
genocidal war of annihilation against the Jews of Israel. He 
seemed to them to be inspired either by a fanatic ambition to 
establish himself as master of the Arab world or even by a base 
racial hatred which was simply a Middle East variant of the 
West’s own anti-Semitism. Support for Israel against such alleged 
Arab intentions and motives, became a natural expression of 
liberal sentiments as well as of sympathy for the Jews. It was 
reinforced by a subconscious unloading on to the Arabs of the 
vast Western guilt for Jewish suffering. 

But some Western observers believed Nasser was not deeply 
concerned with Israel. They saw him as the only Arab leader 
who might have been willing and able to make a compromise 
settlement with the Israelis, but who had instead been dragged 
into war because of the inexorable demands of Arab leadership, 
a miscalculated brinkmanship or the intrigues of Russia. There 
was one school of thought, including distinguished Zionist 
historians, which saw the history of Arab-Israeli relations 
between the Sinai war of 1956 and the war of 1967 as one of a 
precarious preservation of a status quo which was finally upset 
by the intrusion of a new and decisive element: a Russian attempt 
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to use Nasser for the complete elimination of Western influence 
in the Arab world through a war by proxy. 1 

These various Western pictures were oversimplified and 
misleading in different ways. The causes of the 1967 war were 
complex and deep-rooted. They developed erratically at various 
stages in the decade after Suez. They involved not only Arab 
fears and grievances about Israel, but also the course of the Arab 
anti-imperialist and social revolution, with its conflicts between 
Arab regimes and leaders, and the fluctuations of the wider 
international situation. Then there were the actions and policies 
of Israel herself. It is arguable that two of the most important 
elements of instability to be introduced into the balance esta- 
blished after the Suez-Sinai war were Israel’s decision unilaterally 
to divert the Jordan waters and her development of a secret 
nuclear reactor, which would make her capable eventually of 
manufacturing nuclear weapons. Both contributed to the 
acceleration of an Arab-Israeli arms race, with weapons supplied 
by the Great Powers. Russia’s aims in the Middle East were a 
destabilizing factor, but so was the policy of the United States. 
Perhaps more important was what Nasser and the Russians 
believed American policy to be. Nasser’s actions leading up to the 
1967 war became more comprehensible, if not necessarily more 
excusable, if one realizes the extent to which his interpretation of 
Israeli moves was influenced by the general world picture that had 
been growing in his mind. This picture was of an American 
campaign to subdue the more radical anti-imperialist leaders of 
the Third World and to break their links with Russia, a campaign 
in which he felt himself to be marked down as a potential victim, 
after Egypt had been isolated by the destruction of the revolu- 
tionary regime in Syria. 

Whatever Nasser’s motives for conflict with Israel, anti- 
Semitism of the European kind was not among them. Nasser 
was not an anti-Semite. He lived beside Jewish neighbours during 
his boyhood in Cairo. He claimed that he had no anti-Jewish 
prejudice and that he maintained contact with some of his Jewish 
friends from that time. ‘I have never been anti-Semitic on a 
personal level,’ he told a British interviewer. ‘It is very difficult 
for a thinking Egyptian to be so. We have so many basic links - 
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after all, Moses himself was an Egyptian. My feelings and actions 
against Israel later were inspired solely by the Israelis’ actions 
as a state.’ 2 

Nasser was a secular nationalist: his mind, though charged 
with political suspicion sometimes almost to the point of para- 
noia, was not of the cast that runs naturally to racial or national 
prejudices. His attitude towards Jews as a community was 
probably more liberal than the traditional attitude of Muslim 
society in which Jews were a tolerated, but not actively perse- 
cuted, minority of politically second-class citizens. (It was cer- 
tainly less racially contemptuous than the attitude of some 
Israelis today towards the Arabs.) In modern Egypt, as in Iraq, 
the Jews had established a respected and influential position in 
commercial and cultural life: it is probably fair to say that but 
for the development of Zionism and Israel, and especially the 
effects of the wars of 1948, 1956 and 1967, they would continue 
to hold this position today, though on a diminished scale. In 
Egypt, historical circumstances connected partly with the British 
occupation had created a highly abnormal economic and social 
structure in which perhaps as much as eighty-five per cent of 
commercial activity was in the hands of non-Egyptians and non- 
Muslim Egyptians. It was inevitable that an independent national- 
ist government in Egypt would take some measures of ‘ Egyptiani- 
zation’ to change this balance, as African states have tried to 
reduce the virtual monopoly of commerce in their territories 
by Asians. It was likely also that in this process favour would be 
shown to the Muslim majority. The Levantine Jewish community 
in Egypt would undoubtedly have shared in the economic hard- 
ships of ‘ Egyptianization’, but it is improbable that either they or 
the Jews of Egyptian citizenship would have suffered at Nasser’s 
hands as they did, but for the Arab-Israeli wars.* 

As we Jiavc already seen (in Chapters 3, 4 and 6), Nasser’s 
hostility to Israel arose primarily from three sources: first, there 
was the unshakeable conviction he shared with all Arabs that 
the Palestinian Arabs had suffered a grave injustice in the loss 
of the greater part of their homeland, an injustice incarnated in 
the million Palestine Arab refugees who were prevented from 

•See Chapter 7. 
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returning to their homes now in Israel. Second, there was the fact 
that the creation of Israel introduced a land-barrier between 
Egypt and the Arab states of Asia. Third, there was Nasser’s fear 
that Israel was a serious danger to the Arab states, not only be- 
cause it was considered inevitably expansionist by nature but also 
because he believed it to be the product and instrument of 
external hostile forces greater thah itself, the international 
Zionist movement and the Western imperialist Powers, principally 
the United States. Although Nasser was aware that Zionism 
was a political nationalist movement to which not all Jews were 
committed, and understood Western sympathy with the Jewish 
victims of Hitler’s persecution, the conflict with Israel had also 
created in his mind a distorted picture of world Jewry which 
was no longer untainted by the influence of European anti- 
Semitic propaganda. For example, complaining of the inter- 
national influence of Zionist propaganda against the UAR, he 
once recommended to an Indian journalist that he should read 
that notorious anti-Semitic forgery, the Protocols of the Elders of 
Zion : ‘I will give you a copy. It proves beyond the shadow of a 
doubt that three hundred Zionists, each of whom knows all the 
others, govern the fate of the European Continent and that they 
elect their successors from their entourage.’ 3 

Nevertheless, it is not difficult to see how even an intelligent 
and well-informed Arab, faced with the claim of Zionism to the 
allegiance of all Jews everywhere and with the success of the 
dynamic international Zionist organization in mobilizing both 
wealth and political support for Israel in Western countries, 
might draw conclusions about the influence of world Jewry which 
sound sinister or absurd to Western liberal ears. 

Similarly, it is not surprising that Nasser or any other Arab 
should see an intimate connexion between Israel and Western 
imperialism, despite the fact that the Israeli state was a product 
of a successful rebellion against the British mandate as well as of 
war against the Arabs. Among the original British supporters of 
Zionism, such as Winston Churchill and Leopold Amery, as well 
as Balfour himself, the idea that a Jewish state could be a bastion 
of British imperial influence in the Middle East was an important 
consideration. (A similar idea reappeared in some British Labour 
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as well as Conservative circles after the creation of Israel in 1948 
and the gathering drive of Arab nationalism against British 
military bases.) American official support for Zionism, both 
diplomatically and in economic concessions over the collection 
and transfer of Jewish funds from the United States, was obvious. 
The concept of Israel as the tool as well as the product of 
imperialism, the instrument by which the West would keep the 
Arabs in their place, seemed to be shatteringly confirmed by the 
Franco-British-Israeli alliance during the Suez-Sinai war. 

In all this there was, of course, a good deal of gross over- 
simplification and some sheer fantasy. The Soviet Union had 
joined with the United States in recognizing the Israeli state in 
1948 on the basis of the UN partition plan and arms from 
Czechoslovakia had then helped equip the Jewish armies. The 
same two Great Powers found themselves temporarily on the 
same side again in 1956, but this time opposing Israel and her 
allies and supporting Egypt. The altitudes of the Western Powers 
were constantly ambivalent: when they veered further towards 
Israel it was often not merely because of public sentiment or the 
influence of Zionist lobbies but because of the hostility aroused 
by the Arab nationalist drive against Western positions elsewhere. 

Western interpretations of Nasser's policy usually exag- 
gerated both his belligerency towards Israel and his ability or 
willingness to make peace with her. Nasser was neither eager 
to rush into a war of Arab reconquest nor in any hurry to make 
a permanent peace settlement, except at the price of radical 
concessions from Israel. He always regarded the .question of 
Israel as of central importance to the Arab states and to Egypt 
in particular, but until 1967, because of the extreme difficulty 
of the problem, he put its solution low down on his list of 
political priorities (just as there were many in Europe who knew 
that the German problem was central to a European settlement 
but put it on one side for the moment as insoluble). He tried to 
shelve any decisive military action against Israel while giving 
priority to Egypt's social and economic (and military) develop- 
ment, to the elimination of imperialism from the Arab world, 
and to the achievement of Arab unity or at least a common Arab 
foreign policy. He chose these priorities not from idealistic 
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preference but on practical grounds, from respect for the strength 
of Israel and her friends and believing that only a liberated and 
developed Arab world with an agreed policy would be able to deal 
with Israel successfully. At the same time he tried to keep open 
the options of either a military or political solution of the Israeli 
problem, though he seems to have thought that any favourable 
settlement for the Arabs would be more likely to be the fruit of a 
combination of military power, diplomacy and economic pres- 
sures, rather than from a total war with the risk of intervention 
by the Great Powers. 

Nasser did not speak, like other Arab leaders, of ‘driving the 
Jews into the sea’ or ‘liquidating the state of Israel’ in the sense 
of massacring its inhabitants. He foresaw either the creation of 
a mixed Jewish-Arab state, just as the Lebanon was a mixed 
Christian-Muslim state, or a reduction in the size of the Israeli 
state to a symbolic Jewish sanctuary and the restoration of land 
contact between Egypt and Arab Asia. The Western Powers 
might still support such a reduced Jewish state but it would no 
longer present a serious military or economic danger to the 
Arabs or a geographical obstacle to their eventual unity. 

Officially the basis of Nasser’s policy - as' of the policy of the 
Arab League states as a whole - was the implementation of the 
United Nations resolutions on Palestine: the partition plan of 
1947; the return of the Palestine Arab refugees to their homes or 
their compensation; and the internationalization of Jerusalem. 
He had also indicated his willingness to explore a territorial 
settlement on the basis of the compromise suggested in 1955 by 
Eden in his Guildhall Speech.* The official Arab League policy 
certainly would have entailed, if not the total destruction of the 
Israeli state as it was after 1949, at least a drastic change in its 
character by the reduction of its territory, the internationalization 
of its capital, the possible return of several hundred thousand 
Palestinian Arabs, and the probable displacement from areas 
allocated to the Arabs of many Jews who had come into the 
country since 1948. 

The belated Arab acceptance of the implementation of the 
principle of partition also meant, however, the recognition of the 

*See Chapter 6. 
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existence of a Jewish state of some kind, however small and 
changed in character. But when President Bourguiba of Tunisia 
in 1965 drew this logical conclusion and suggested it should be a 
basis for negotiation, his suggestion shocked Arab opinion in 
the Middle East and led to a campaign against him from C. iro. 

Nasser’s concern with Israel was deepened by his vision of 
Arab leadership. After the formation of the UAR there was a 
marked development of his ‘Saladin complex’ through which 
he saw himself as eventually leading the united Arabs to the 
recovery of Palestine as Saladin finally drove out the Crusaders. 
There was, however, another side to Nasser's analogy of the 
Crusades: it was a less painful way of telling the Arabs that the 
struggle with Israel would be a long-drawn-out affair. A matter 
of decades rather than years, it would depend for its success on 
avoiding premature military adventures and concentrating on a 
gradual building up of Arab strength through greater unity and 
the modernization of Arab society. The chief danger Nasser 
feared was that Israel might try to strike quickly before the Arab 
world had time to reorganize itself. While not giving up basic 
claims or rights, the Arabs should avoid a military confrontation 
with Israel. 4 Even a less visionary or ambitious Egyptian leader 
would have been forced by the geopolitics of the Arab world 
and Egypt's position in it to adopt a policy not much different 
in its essentials from that of Nasser. 

But between coexistence without peace and conflict without 
war there was a wide variety of possible policies - and Nasser 
shifted between them at different times over the years between the 
Suez-Sinai campaign and the war of 1967. With the establish- 
ment of the UNEF in Sinai and the Gaza Strip and on the 
Straits of Tiran, two of the immediate causes of tension between 
Israel and Egypt were removed. The border was quiet, there were 
no serious fedayin raids into Israel or major Israeli reprisals, 
and Israeli shipping went freely up the Gulf of Aqaba to Eilat. 
The UNEF did not extend round the other Israeli borders with 
Jordan, Syria and l^ebanon. Incidents continued there, especially 
over the demilitarized zone between Israel and Syria, but for 
several years they were not on a serious scale. There were other 
causes of conflict. The continued Arab boycott and blockade of 
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Israeli ships through the Suez Canal was matched by Israel's 
continued refusal to take back any Arab refugees. The unsettled 
dispute over the sharing of the Jordan waters was linked with the 
continued friction between Israel and Syria over control of the 
demilitarized border zone near to the Jordan headwaters. The 
tensions caused by these disputes*, especially over the Jordan, 
were accentuated over the years by the rivalries of the Arab states, 
the repercussions of the ‘Arab Revolution’ and the domestic 
politics of Israel. There was also the competition between the 
great Powers in providing arms and diplomatic support and 
between the Israelis and Arabs in seeking this help. Finally a new 
element helped to spark off the explosive mixture - the emergence 
of a new Palestinian nationalist and irredentist movement. 

When Nasser became the ruler of Syria as well as Egypt he 
assumed wider responsibilities vis-a-vis Israel. His policy was 
soon put to the test in four ways: over the passage of Israeli ships 
through the Suez Canal, over Israeli plans to divert ^he Jordan 
waters, by the initiative taken by General Kassiin to create a 
‘Palestine entity’, and by the disclosure of a secret Israeli nuclear 
reactor. 

Early in 1959, the Israelis tried to send a chartered Danish ship, 
the Inge Toft, through the Canal with a cargo bound for Israel. 
It was stopped by the Egyptians, the ship arrested and the cargo 
impounded. Nasser made it plain that he intended to continue 
to defy the Security Council ruling about the passage of Israeli 
ships through the Canal, unless Israel herself complied with 
other United Nations resolutions, particularly on the return of the 
Palestine Arab refugees. 5 The ship was released in February 
1960 without its cargo. Nasser later denied reports that his 
Foreign Minister, Dr Fawzi, had agreed with Hammarskjold 
to let Israeli cargoes go through the Canal provided they were not 
carried in Israeli-owned or chartered ships. Nasser was deter- 
mined to retain the Canal blockade, which he called ‘one of the 
remaining trump cards in the hands of the Palestine people'. 
At the same time he was also resisting pressure from both the 
Syrian Baathists and Iraq for a more militant policy towards 
Israel in other respects. 

In the autumn of 1959, Israel announced her intention of going 
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ahead with plans for the unilateral diversion of the Jordan 
waters for her own purposes, in the absence of any agreement 
with the Arab states. The Jordan is fed by springs and tributaries 
which rise partly in Israel, Syria, Lebanon and Jordan. The 
upper reaches of the river, together with Lake Tiberias through 
which it flows, are in Israel and the lower half of the river is in 
the state of Jordan. The Israeli plan aroused alarm among the 
neighbouring Arab states on two counts. First, they feared its 
possible adverse effect on their own water development schemes, 
especially in Jordan. Second, the publicity surrounding the 
project had stressed that the diverted water would be used to 
irrigate the Negev where millions more Jewish immigrants 
might then be settled. The Israelis themselves later abandoned 
the more ambitious ideas of large-scale irrigation of the Negev 
desert or steppe in favour of the more economical use of water 
in already cultivated areas farther north and in the development 
of industry and urban settlement. 3ut in May 1959 the Arab 
states at the United Nations had already expressed their grave 
concern to Hammarskjold over continued Jewish immigration in- 
to Israel, which had already raised the Jewish population from 
650,000 to some two million. They claimed that it was intended 
‘to present the world with the fait accompli , that there is no longer 
any room for the Palestine Arabs to return to their homes under 
the United Nations resolutions; to build up man-power for the 
ever-expanding Israeli military machine; and eventually to create 
a crisis of over-population as a pretext for expansion’. 

When the Jordan waters problem was discussed in the UAR 
cabinet in October and November 1959, there was a clash between 
Nasser and the Syrian Baalhist ministers led by Akram Haurani. 
The Syrians urged military action to stop the Israeli diversion 
plans. One of the proposals made by Haurani and rejected by 
Nasser was to reinstate the blockade of Israel shipping through 
the Straits of Tiran. Nasser’s version is that he rejected the Syrian 
proposals on practical military grounds. According to Heykal, 
Nasser told the cabinet in November, ‘I shall not permit the 
initiation of war unless I am capable of developing it into an all- 
out war against the enemy and against all support which may 
be sent to him, and achieve sure victory’. 6 Since Nasser believed 
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that Israel would probably be able to count on support from the 
Western Powers, especially the United States, if she were in 
serious difficulties, it was obvious that the Arabs were in no 
position to defeat such a powerful combination of forces. 

It was largely Syria’s objection to any agreement likely to 
consolidate Israel that had led the Arab League to reject the 
Johnston plan for the Jordan waters in 1955. A contributing 
factor to the breakdown of the Johnston negotiations had been 
Israel's objections to the share of water allocated to her and her 
dislike of the agreement between Johnston and the Arabs that 
the whole scheme should be under neutral and international 
supervision. Under the plan agreed between Johnston and the 
Arab technical experts, the Arab states would have received a 
share amounting to sixty per cent of the combined waters of the 
Jordan and its tributaries, including the Yarmuk (fifteen per 
cent for Syria and Lebanon and forty-five per cent for Jordan) 
while Israel would have got the rest after the fixed Arab quota 
had been fulfilled. This meant that Israel would get under the 
Johnston scheme an amount variously estimated at between 
400 and 490 million cubic metres of water a year; she estimated 
that by unilaterally exploiting the Jordan waters accessible to 
her she might get some 550 million cubic metres. 7 

The Israelis justified their unilateral action by giving an 
assurance that they would not be taking more water from the 
Jordan (in fact from Lake Tiberias, the main storage area) than 
they were entitled to under the agreed Johnston plan quotas. 
The Arabs were afraid, however, that eventually the Israelis 
would be able to take more than their Johnston quota without 
anyone being able to stop them except by military action. 
Instead of trying to make the Israeli diversion a casus belli, as 
the Syrians wanted, Nasser encouraged the Arab League to 
study the only other alternative to a new international agreement 
with Israel. This was to take measures to ensure the full use by 
the Arabs of the waters rising in or running through their terri- 
tory. In doing so, they might reduce the amount of water available 
to Israel. At the same time they would try to make sure they 
obtained at least what they had been allocated under the Johnston 
plan. 
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Economically, the dispute was not worth a war for either side. 
If the Israelis and Arabs had each carried through their unilateral 
diversion plans the difference between what each side would have 
got in quantities of water compared with the Johnston plan 
quotas was almost marginal. The difference between the totals of 
water to be shared under the two separate schemes or under the 
Johnston unified scheme was, according to one neutral expert 
estimate, only about seventy million cubic metres or about one- 
eighth of the total flow of the upper Jordan. 8 Arab plans for the 
separate Arab diversion of the Hasbani (in Lebanon), and 
Banyas (in Syria) and part of the Yarmuk (mostly in Jordan but 
also partly in Syria and Israel) were no less and no more justified 
morally, legally and technically than the separate Israel develop- 
ment project. 

But the dispute became a test of political will, not economic 
need. Each side threatened military action to stop the other’s 
schemes if they were put in to effect. While themselves too weak 
effectively to block the Israeli diversion, the Arab states had to 
recognize that they could proceed with their own schemes only 
if they could defend them militarily against Israeli attack. For 
the time being the contest remained on the diplomatic and politi- 
cal level, except for continued incidents in and around the 
demilitarized zone on the Isracl-Syria border. 

The origin of the dispute here was that since the demilitarized 
zone lay on the Israeli side of the old Palestine-Syria border, 
Israel claimed it as an area under her sovereignty which she 
could cultivate and administer. The Syrians considered it an 
area of unsettled sovereignty, since under the UN-supervised 
armistice agreement the armistice lines wete specifically defined 
as not being political frontiers. The Syrians supported the rights 
of the former Palestine Arab inhabitants to continue to farm the 
zone and resisted their eviction by the Israelis. The UNTSO 
(United Nations Truce Supervision Organization) was supposed 
to watch over the demilitarized zone with the help of a Syrian- 
Israeli mixed armistice commission. But Israel had boycotted the 
commission since 1951 and had on occasion prevented UN 
observers from entering and inspecting the zone. 

In early 1960 there was a large-scale Israeli raid on the village 
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of Tawafik in the demilitarized zone from which the Israelis 
claimed their farmers were being fired on. As the raid showed, 
Ben Gurion, still prime minister in Israel, had not given up his 
activist policy of reprisals. His main aim, however, was still to 
convert a precarious coexistence into a more permanent settlement 
on the basis of the status quo , thus, consolidating Israel’s gains 
from the 1948 war. Meanwhile he sought to strengthen Israel’s 
arms and alliances. In addition to competing with Nasser for 
influence among the Afro-Asian states, and cultivating the big 
Powers, especially the United States, France and West Germany, 
he also sought and found friends in the Middle East in the anti- 
Nasser governments of Turkey and Iran. He failed to get a 
formal guarantee of Israel’s frontiers from either the United 
States or NATO, and de Gaulle stopped the help which the 
French Defence Ministry had been giving Israel in the develop- 
ment of her secret nuclear reactor at Dimona. 9 But the reactor 
was by then already established and capable eventually of 
providing enough material for atomic weapons. It was partly 
anxiety about this nuclear potential that led President Kennedy 
a few months after his inauguration to prepare a new attempt at 
an Arab-Israeli settlement. 

On 1 1 May 1961, just before he was due to receive Ben Gurion 
in Washington, Kennedy wrote to Nasser and other Arab leaders 
offering American help in finding a settlement with Israel. He 
offered American support in solving the Palestine refugee prob- 
lem on the basis of the United Nations recommendations of 
repatriation or compensation, also in finding an equitable answer 
to the Jordan waters question and to other aspects of the dispute. 

Kennedy promised continued American aid to ‘all Middle 
Eastern states that are determined to control their own destiny, 
to enhance the prosperity of their people, and to allow their 
neighbours to pursue the same fundamental aims’. 10 The latter 
phrasing reflected Kennedy’s aim of persuading Nasser to con- 
centrate on Egypt’s domestic development rather than on ‘mak- 
ing trouble’ in other countries. 11 

Nasser, rather to Kennedy’s surprise, wrote back on 22 August 
a long letter setting out the broad outlines of the Arab view of 
Palestine and Israel and the damaging effect of the problem on 
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Arab-American relations. The letter was part of a considerable 
private correspondence that developed between Nasser and 
Kennedy on Middle East and world problems. In his letter Nasser 
was especially concerned to convince Kennedy that the Arab 
attitude towards Israel was not based simply on emotion but on 
real experience. It was the result of ‘an aggression launched in 
the past’, of present dangers and of fears for the future. Con- 
tinued Jewish immigration, wrote Nasser, ‘creates a pressure 
within Israel that has to explode and head for expansion*. Israel 
was constantly liable to be used by ‘imperialism’ as ‘a tool to 
divide the Arab nation geographically’ and also as a base from 
which to threaten any Arab liberation movement. Nasser said he 
did not make an identity of views on the Palestine problem a 
condition of possible understanding with the United States, but 
appealed to Kennedy to change the situation in which, he said, 
American interests as well as principles had been neglected in 
favour of the local political motives of winning Jewish votes in 
the presidential election. Kennedy’s peace-making initiatives 
petered out, partly because Ben Gurion rejected the President’s 
suggestion that Israel should begin the peace process by taking 
back some of the Palestine Arab refugees. 

In 1961 and 1962, the question of Israel was largely over- 
shadowed for Nasser by his ‘Arab socialist revolution’. There 
were several meetings of the Arab League to discuss the Jordan 
waters but the main interest in the Palestine question centred on 
the political and military organization of the Palestine Arabs. 

H itherto, the Palestinians had been f ragmented as a community, 
both geographically and socially, by the war and exile. Those, 
numbering about a million, who had stayed on their native soil, 
were divided between the west bank of Jordan, where both 
residents and refugees had Jordanian citizenship, and the Gaza 
Strip where they were subject to Egyptian military and civilian 
control. Another quarter of a million or so on the east bank of 
Jordan were also Jordanians by nationality. An additional two or 
three hundred thousand were scattered in Lebanon and Syria, 
and a few thousand worked in Iraq and the Arab oil states. While 
hundreds of thousands still stagnated miserably in UNRWA 
refugee camps, others had made successful careers in commerce 



or the professions in other Arab countries. The Palestinians were 
a majority of the citizens of Jordan; in other Arab countries they 
had made themselves part of the educated elite; but nowhere had 
they any real organized political voice. In Jordan there were 
Palestinian cabinet ministers and senior officials but power still 
rested in reality with the king and his loyal Bedouin troops. Tn 
Gaza the real power lay with Egypt. The Gaza Palestine govern- 
ment linked with the Mufti, which had once been the Egyptian- 
sponsored Palestinian voice in the Arab League, had lost all 
substance. 

Then in 1959 General Kassim in Iraq began to promote the 
idea of a ‘Palestine entity’, a Palestinian independent republic 
with a govemment-in-exile and a volunteer military force of its 
own, on the lines of the Algerian nationalist provisional govern- 
ment and its liberation army. The idea was a challenge to Kassim’s 
Arab enemies, Egypt and Jordan, who between them controlled 
what was left of Arab Palestine. Nasser denounced Kassim’s 
move as ‘a base manoeuvre’, but it set in motion a competition 
for the allegiance and control of the Palestinians which was to 
have a disastrous effect on Arab relations with Israel. Kassim’s 
initiative responded to a growing feeling among the Palestinians, 
especially of the younger generation, that they should have a 
greater say in deciding their own future: they felt that the Arab 
governments were complacently shelving their claims or treating 
them simply as a refugee problem. King Hussein felt the need to 
call a Congress in May 1960 at which the Palestinians in Jordan 
reaffirmed their loyalty to Jordan. Nasser began a special pro- 
gramme from Cairo radio called ‘The Voice of Palestine’. In 
March 1962 the Arab League recommended that ‘all Arab states 
should preserve the Palestine entity and avoid whatever brings its 
annihilation’. But it was not until September 1963 that an official 
Palestine delegate was appointed to the Arab League Political 
Committee. He was Ahmed esh-Shuqeiri, a Palestinian lawyer of 
demagogic talent, who had previously worked for the Arab League 
and represented Saudi Arabia at the United Nations. Shuqeiri 
was an Egyptian nominee but was also supported by the Al- 
gerians whom he had helped at the United Nations during their 
independence struggle. 
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By this time, the question of Palestine and Israel had again 
become more acute. Work on Israel’s diversion of the Jordan 
waters from Lake Tiberias was nearing completion and the 
scheme was due to start operating in 1964. The Baathist regimes 
which had come to power in Syria and Iraq were more militantly 
anti-Israeli: they were urging Arab preparations for a military 
showdown if necessary over the Jordan waters. But, at the same 
time, the retirement of Ben Gurion and his replacement as 
premier by the more cautious Levi Eshkol brought a new re- 
straint into Israeli policy towards the Arabs. 

Palestine was, however, not only an issue capable of uniting 
the Arabs but also one which Nasser’s Arab enemies on right 
or left, could all use against him. The Syrian Baathists could 
call for action or for unity on their terms as a necessary prelude 
to dealing with Israel. Jordan could ask why Nasser claimed to 
be the leader of the Arabs when he did nothing to stop the 
Israeli army’s assaults on the Jordan and Syrian borders but 
sat safely behind the United Nations force in Sinai and let Israeli 
ships into the Gulf of Aqaba. Saudi Arabia could make the 
obvious point that the Egyptian army would be better employed 
fighting the Israelis than other Arabs in the Yemen. 

On 17 December 1963, Nasser let it be known through the 
Egyptian press that he believed Jordan, Syria and Saudi Arabia 
were trying to push Egypt into war with Israel while standing 
back from the fight themselves. The UAR, he made it plain, 
was not going to fall into the trap by embarking on any adven- 
tures. It would not let itself be pushed into a battle with Israel 
before the attainment of unity among all the Arab countries. 
Instead, a week later, speaking at Port Said, Nasser turned the 
tables on his opponents by calling for a summit conference of 
Arab heads of state to work out a common policy towards Israel. 
Whether the decision would be for war or peace or continued 
uneasy coexistence, the responsibility for it must be shared by, 
all the Arab leaders and not borne by Egypt alone. 

At the first ‘summit’ of kings and presidents, held in Cairo 
from 13-17 January 1964, the Arab leaders decided against 
military action to stop Israel’s water diversion. Instead they 
decided in principle to proceed with an Arab Jordan diversion 
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scheme. The Hasbani was to be diverted into the Banyas in 
Syria and then both were to flow through a canal into the River 
Yarmuk in Jordanian territory, where a separate irrigation 
scheme was already under way. The Arab oil states, principally 
Kuwait, would help to finance this project. The Arab chiefs of 
staff had recommended that if the Arab diversion works were to 
be defended effectively, the Arab states must be prepared for 
escalation into a full-scale war. The Cairo summit, therefore, 
agreed to set up an Arab Unified Military Command under the 
Egyptian General Ali Ali Amer. The conference also gave more 
formal recognition to the ‘Palestine entity’. Finally the Arab 
leaders promised to end their own quarrels and stop hostile 
propaganda against each other. After two years of the Arab 
Revolution the era of Arab coexistence had begun. 

Though the summit decisions were unanimous there were 
discordant voices. Major-General Amin el Hafiz, President of the 
Syrian National Revolutionary Council and the only head of 
state whom Nasser did not personally receive, clashed with 
Nasser in the final stages of the conference. He called for action 
in the Palestine cause instead of speeches, implying that Syria was 
prepared to fight if Egypt was not. 12 

Israel's reaction was a statement from Eshkol in the Knesset 
confirming that Israel would in 1964 begin drawing water from 
Lake Tiberias within the limits of the Johnston plan. Eshkol 
gave a warning that Israel would act if the Arabs tried to sabotage 
her water plans. 

But the only one of the Cairo decisions to have a rapid follow- 
up concerned the organization of the Palestine Arabs - and it 
soon became clear that this was intended, at least by Nasser, 
as a brake to precipitate action against Israel rather than as an 
encouragement of it. In June 1964 a Palestine National Congress 
met in Jerusalem under the chairmanship of Ahmed esh-Shuqeiri. 
Its 450 members claimed to represent the Palestine people in all 
Arab countries except Saudi Arabia. It proclaimed a National 
Charter, and called for the setting up of a Palestine Liberation 
organization and for military training for all Palestinians. The 
Charter claimed that ‘the Palestine people have a right to self- 
determination following the liberation of their country’. The 
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Arab people of Palestine, it said, were the lawful owners of 
Palestine and were an indivisible part of the Arab nation, but 
‘Jews of Palestine origin’ (presumably those who were already 
in Palestine before 1948 under the British mandate) ‘are to be 
regarded as Palestinians provided they are willing to abide 
peacefully and loyally in Palestine’. 

At the second Arab summit in Alexandria in September 1964, 
the Arab leaders, urged on by Ben Bella of Algeria, decided to 
set up a Palestine Liberation Organization and a Palestine 
Liberation Army. The new organizations were to have their 
headquarters in the Gaza Strip. They were to be financed from 
contributions through the Arab League from several Arab states. 
The Alexandria conference had already begun to show some of 
the problems involved in carrying out this agreed Arab pro- 
gramme: they became even more apparent at the next summit 
meeting at Casablanca in September 1965. The unified Arab 
command remained little more than a paper operation, because 
the Arab states neighbouring Israel could not agree on the 
stationing on their territory of troops from other Arab countries. 
King Hussein also resisted the demands of the Palestine Libera- 
tion Organization to operate freely in Jordan in collecting funds 
and in mobilizing and training Palestinians for its Liberation 
Army, for this would have been tantamount to the establishment 
of a dual authority over his Palestinian subjects, the beginning of 
a state within a state. 

In practice, only Egypt and Syria gave much material or poli- 
tical encouragement to the PLO and PLA, and their aims and 
motives in doing so were increasingly in conflict. Nasser saw the 
PLO as a means of canalizing Palestinian national emotions and 
restraining any rash adventures into guerrilla warfare or more 
large-scale military operations against Israel. The Baathist 
regime in Svria, as it moved increasingly towards the left with 
successive coups in 1965 and 1966, continued to preach with 
greater insistence the doctrine of revolutionary warfare as a 
means of simultaneously dealing with Israel and spreading 
social revolution throughout the Arab world. To this end the 
Syrian regime encouraged the PLO to seek help outside the 
restraining confines of Egypt, by training on Syrian soil and 
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getting arms from China. It also patronized new unofficial and 
more militant nationalist organizations which had begun to 
develop among the Palestinians in exile. 

The most important of these was A1 Fatah (the word ‘fatah* 
means ‘victory’ in Arabic but the consonants which compose it 
also form the initials in reverse of the Arabic words meaning 
‘Palestine Liberation Front’). Eventually there were a dozen or 
more Palestinian groups committed to ‘direct action’, through 
terrorism or guerrilla operations, to destroy the Israeli state and 
‘liberate’ Palestine. Apart from the PL O and A1 Fatah, the two 
most important, though on a much smaller scale, were the Popular 
Front for the Liberation of Palestine and ‘ A1 Saiqa’ (Thunder- 
bolt). A1 Saiqa was the military organization associated with 
the Baath party, while the PFLP was an offshoot of another 
pan-Arab group, the Arab National Movement. The ANM was 
originally a right-wing Nasserist group but moved to the extreme 
left, to a Marxist anti-imperialist position. Once? intermittently 
patronized and helped by the Egyptian intelligence, it sometimes, 
as in Aden, ended up in conflict with Egypt. The chief success of 
the ANM was in Aden and South Arabia, where it inspired the 
creation of the National Liberation Front which eventually 
fought its way to power. 

Both A1 Fatah and the ANM developed among Palestinian 
exiles chiefly in Kuwait and the Gulf. A1 Fatah began in the Gaza 
Strip. It sprang from the belief that the Sinai war was another 
defeat for the Palestine Arab cause and that the settlement in 
1957 was another demonstration that the Arab governments, 
especially (he Egyptians, me prepared to accept the emtansa 


most act t h e msel v es. Their first aim must be to keep the 
titan cause and the national identity alive. Then they mus 
mobilize a revolutionary guerrilla movement which would P re " 
vent Israel from consolidating its position. Finally they must 
f °a? 2“ ^ rab govemineDts mto more militant action. 

Ai Fatah began to form cells among the P alestinians in exile 
at the beginning of 195 7 and continued building up a political 
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structure until 1959-60. It began forming its secret military arm 
‘Al Assifa’ (Lightning) from 1959 onwards. 'Elite' groups were 
given military and underground training, some of them with 
the Algerian resistance, and a clandestine infrastructure was built 
up until the first ‘commando’ squads were formed in 1964. 
According to A1 Fatah sources, the first operation of these 
squads was a sabotage attack in 1965 against an Israeli pumping 
station above Lake Tiberias used in connexion with the Jordan 
water diversion. From then on the Fatah raids into Israel became 
more frequent. The Fatah claimed to be completely independent 
and to be financed by money contributed by Palestinians from 
all over the Arab world and even beyond, in North and South 
America. Its leadership was drawn from the younger Palestinian 
generation of educated professional men or technicians. (The 
military command of A 1 Fatah in 1968 was composed of two 
electrical engineers, two electronics specialists and two mathe* 
maticians.) The relations of Al Fatah with the Syrian, Jordanian 
and Egyptian governments were at first ‘cool and reserved’, 
but it had increasing cooperation from the Syrian army as the 
left-wing Baathist regime in Damascus moved towards the same 
ideas of revolutionary warfare against Israel as those preached 
by Al Fatah. 13 

In the first half of 1965 there was growing dissension between 
Nasser and the Syrians over policy towards Israel. The Israelis 
had begun to divert the Jordan waters from Lake Tiberias 
during 1964 without any reaction from the Arabs. The Arab 
states had not even been able to plan effective joint action to 
protect their own diversion schemes or to deal with Israeli army 
raids on the Syrian and Jordan frontiers. The Syrians com- 
plained that the UAR was not giving them the needed military 
backing, especially air support, on theu rlnerable border with 
Israel. 

In a speech to the Palestine National Congress in Cairo on 
31 May 1965, Nasser spoke with brutal candour of the rifts in the 
Arab camp. He attacked both Bourguiba for suggesting a com- 
promise settlement with Israel and the Syrians for urging military 
action. Nasser said that, as a result of the fears of one Arab 
country of the forces of another passing through its territory. 
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*the Arab unified command cannot act. ... If we are unable now 
to defend, bow can we speak of attack?’ 

Referring to the Syrian Baathists, Nasser said. 

They say ‘drive out UNEF\ Suppose that we do, is it not essential 
that we have a plan? If Israeli aggression takes place against Syria, shall 
I attack Israel? Then Israel is the one which determines the battle for 
me. It hits a tractor or two to force me to move. Is this a wise way? 
We have to determine the battle. Israel may wish us to enter a war with 
it now. ... Is it conceivable that I should attack Israel while there are 
50,000 Egyptian troops in Yemen? 14, 

Nasser’s policy of caution was endorsed by the next Arab 
summit conference at Casablanca in September 1965. The 
conference rejected proposals by the new Algerian leader. 
Colonel Boumddienne, who had just replaced Ben Bella, for 
guerrilla operations against Israel. The conference agreed that 
the Palestine Liberation Organization should discuss with the 
unified Arab command the formation of Palestinian military 
units for an eventual Palestine Liberation Army. The main 
emphasis of the summit was still on inter-Arab coexistence and 
the avoidance of any military clash with Israel while the Arabs 
were still weak and divided. 

All was not harmony, however. On the eve of the conference 
Bourguiba circulated a seventeen-page memorandum bitterly 
attacking Nasser and declaring that Tunisia would boycott the 
Arab League so long as it was an instrument of ‘Egyptian hege- 
mony and tutelage’. ‘Never,’ wrote Bourguiba, ‘in their history 
have the Arabs been so divided, never have they been killing 
each other so savagely as since the day when Egypt took upon 
herself the sacred mission of uniting them.’ Bourguiba accused 
Nasser of trying to overthrow every state in the Arab world : in a 
‘Pharaonic spirit’, Egypt was trying to seek ‘living space’ for her 
economic products and giving herself international importance 
so as to get more aid from East and West. 1 3 

Bourguiba’s quarrel with Nasser had a long history. The 
ostensible causes this time were differences of opinion over a 
Palestine settlement and over Arab relations with West Germany. 
Bourguiba had long argued that the only way to approach a 
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solution of the Palestine problem was by the diplomatic ‘gradual- 
ism’ that had been the Tunisian method of achieving independ- 
ence - a modest and calculated political step at a time rather 
than extensive intransigent demands or a revolutionary upheaval. 
He took his stand on the same principles as those approved by 
the Arab League and by Nasser - the implementation of the 1 947 
partition resolutions. But, being further from the conflict and 
so less vulnerable domestically, he was prepared publicly to 
accept the logic of this position, which was that at some stage it 
involved Arab recognition of an Israeli state. By totally rejecting 
any such recognition - when Israel was already a member of the 
United Nations - the Arabs weakened the rest of their diplo- 
matic case and produced no practical benefits for themselves. As 
already noted, in the course of a tour through the Middle East 
Arab states in April 1965, Bourguiba elaborated on these ideas 
publicly in Jordan and elsewhere with more truth than tact. He 
was swiftly and loudly denounced from Cairo and other Arab 
capitals. He claimed that the real reason for these attacks was 
not his views on applying the United Nations resolutions on 
Palestine, but his refusal to follow Nasser's lead in breaking off 
relations with Western Germany. 

The crisis between Nasser and the West Germans arose out 
of the growing Middle East arms race. Reports of a West Ger- 
man arms agreement with Israel worth more than £20 million 
and including the promised delivery of 200 American-made Pat- 
ion tanks had brought sharp protests from the UAR and other 
Arab states at the beginning of 1965. Under threat of an Arab 
economic boycott, the West German government decided on 12 
February to cancel its arms agreement with Israel, on the general 
grounds that it was undesirable to supply ai ms to areas of ten- 
sion. To placate criticism at home it then considered establishing 
diplomatic relations with Israel. A fortnight later the East 
German leader, Walter Ulbricht, was received officially in 
Cairo. Hints were thrown out of possible UAR recognition of 
East Germany, if Bonn gave full recognition to Israel. This 
would have meant forcing Bonn to choose whether or not to 
break off relations with the Arab states, since its practice under 
the so-called ‘Hallstein Doctrine’ was not to maintain relations 
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with countries which recognized East Germany. A breach be- 
tween West Germany and the Arab states was a serious matter 
for both sides. The Arabs were liable to lose valuable West 
German economic aid and a sympathetic ear in the West where 
they were short of influential friends. The West Germans were 
threatened with the loss of useful Middle East markets which 
they had made great efforts to cultivate. More seriously, if all 
the Arab states were to recognize East Germany it could start a 
landslide of similar recognitions by other still hesitant Afro-Asian 
neutralist states. The foundations of the Hallstein Doctrine 
would be destroyed. 

Neither Nasser in Cairo nor Chancellor Erhard in Bonn 
handled this crisis with skill. While Erhard fumbled, Nasser 
ranted. On 7 March, Bonn decided to establish relations with 
Israel as if in retaliation for Ulbricht’s reception in Cairo, 
though Nasser had not recognized East Germany. In a speech 
next day Nasser fiercely attacked West Germany as ‘ imperialist, 
neo-colonialist, hypocritical', although he had already achieved 
the main Arab aim of stopping the German arms agreement 
with Israel. In May, the Bonn government established full diplo- 
matic relations with Israel and the majority of the Arab League 
states broke off their relations with Bonn. Tunisia was one of 
three Arab countries which refused to do so, arguing that it 
would harm the Arabs more than the Germans. 

Part of the reason for Nasser's fury with Bonn was his belief 
that, in agreeing to supply arms to Israel, West Germany had 
been secretly acting on behalf of the United States. Nasser's 
relations with Washington at that time - as with most of the 
Western Powers - were at a low ebb because of his violent re- 
action to the use of American planes in operations against the 
rebels in Stanleyville in the Congo. This was only one of the first 
symptoms of a development in Nasser’s mind which was to colour 
his judgement of both American motives and Israeli intentions 
and contribute to the crisis of the 1967 war. In a speech on 23 
July 1967, analysing the background of the 1967 war with Israel 
and America's role in that crisis, Nasser said, 'I had a presenti- 
ment two years ago that something was brewing against us, since 
aid was cut off and the United States demanded that we should 
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not develop our army and march forward with technical and 
military developments’. The American political and diplomatic 
role in the 1967 crisis was, he said, to serve ‘the end of an 
American plot against us laid down two years ago for the purpose 
of liquidating all the revolutionary regimes which refuse to be 
dragged into spheres of influence’. 

The cutting off of aid referred to by Nasser was President 
Johnson’s response to the outburst of anger in Cairo over the 
American intervention in the Congo (see Chapter 15). The other 
development which Nasser professed to have found alarming 
was pressure from America, allegedly using the aid threat, on 
Egypt to limit her rearmament and to accept American inspection 
of her weapon development. The Americans had been worried 
by the possible development of nuclear weapons and rocket 
missiles in both Israel and Egypt, as well as by the accelerating 
conventional arms race between the two sides after the Jordan 
waters dispute came into the open. The Americans were being 
pressed by the Israelis to supply them with modern weapons, 
while they in turn were unsuccessfully pressing the Israelis to let 
them inspect the Dimona nuclear reactor. They did not seriously 
suspect the Egyptians of being capable of making nuclear wea- 
pons, and Nasse* was later ready to accept inspection by the 
International Atomic Energy Authority. But if they were to 
resist Israeli demands for more conventional weapons, the 
Americans believed they had to have some effective assurances 
from Egypt about her weapon procurement - which was chiefly 
from Russia. In Nasser’s eyes this was an unacceptable attempt 
to re-establish the Western arms monopoly which he had broken 
with his 1955 Soviet arms deal. He claimed that when the US 
Under-Secretary of State Talbot came to see him in the spring 
of 1965, with a message from President Johnson, the US envoy 
threatened that if Egypt did not accept US inspection of nuclear 
activities and rocket development and the need to limit the 
strength of the Egyptian army, Israel would be supplied with all 
the American arms she required. 16 

During the last few months of 1965, however, Nasser was still 
pursuing his policy of Arab coexistence and trying to improve 
his relations with the United States. Nasser's appointment of 
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Zacharia Mohieddin as premier of the UAR in place of Aly 
Sabry in September 1965 was widely interpreted as a sign of 
his intention to follow a more conservative policy of economic 
retrenchment at home and a more modest Arab role, which 
would win sympathy and more economic aid from Washington. 
Zacharia Mohieddin was reputed to be the most ‘American* 
of Nasser’s lieutenants: quietly efficient, a cool-headed adminis- 
trator and an ‘Egypt first’ man. 

In a speech to the UAR National Assembly on 25 November 
1965, Nasser said that at the beginning of the year relations with 
America had reached a crisis but there had since been a great 
improvement. ‘Both sides have made important efforts to stop 
any deterioration in relations.’ 1 7 A few days after Nasser’s speech 
the US State Department announced the start of negotiations 
for a new food aid agreement worth about $55 million over a 
period of six months. The agreement was concluded in early 
January 1966. The UAR was in desperate need 6f foreign ex- 
change. In 1965 it had been saved from the serious effects of the 
cut in American wheat supplies only by Soviet deliveries of 
300,000 tons of wheat. Yet, within a month or two, by the spring 
of 1966, Nasser’s policy of Arab coexistence and rapprochement 
with America was in ruins. He was once more turning to the 
revolutionary struggle in the Arab world, spurning American 
economic aid and relying on Russia. 

Three developments reinforced each other in bringing about 
this change. The first was the move in December 1965 by King 
Feisal in collaboration with the Shah of Iran to promote an 
Islamic ‘summit’ conference, and the Anglo-American sale of 
planes and missiles to Saudi Arabia (see Chapter 15). 

The second factor was the arms race in the Middle East. This 
was becoming more than ever a complex three-way affair, as the 
Western Powers tried to keep a balance not only between Arab 
and Israeli but also between their Arab friends and their rivals. 
On 16 February 1966 the US State Department confirmed that 
it had sold Patton tanks to both Jordan and Israel and was plan- 
ning to sell Hawk anti-aircraft missiles, already bought by Israel, 
to Saudi Arabia. In a statement to Iraqi journalists in Cairo on 
19 February Nasser said Israel was getting arms secretly and ‘We 
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should do the same to prevent Israel's gaining military supre- 
macy*. 

The third development which ushered in Nasser’s return to the 
Arab revolution, was the coup in Syria which in February 1966, 
brought into power the extreme neo-Marxist left-wing of the 
Baath party. The very next day President Nkrumah was deposed 
by a military coup in Ghana, while he was away on a visit to 
Peking, and in Indonesia students, backed by the army, began 
a campaign which forced Sukarno to hand over ruling powers to 
General Suharto and led to the banning of the Communist 
party. The coincidence of these three events was fortuitous but 
they seemed to have something in common. They were all evid- 
ence of the political polarization of the non-aligned world. The 
cold war was spreading into new fields through a combination 
of local conflicts and the ideological storm-waves set up by the 
Vietnam war and the Sino-Soviet split. In Washington and 
Moscow, the upheavals in Damascus, Accra or Djakarta were 
chalked up as gains or losses in a global struggle. To Nasser the 
end of Nkrumah and the eclipse of Sukarno, the last of the old- 
guard neutralist leaders, except for himself and Tito, looked 
ominous. The Russians, under fire from Peking for not defending 
their friends in Indonesia and Vietnam, were anxious to avoid 
similar setbacks nearer their own borders. As we have already 
seen in connexion with the Yemen, the Russians, to counter what 
they saw as an Anglo-American political offensive in the Middle 
East, tried to encourage the formation of a block of ‘progressive’, 
‘revolutionary’ or ‘liberated’ Arab states - the UAR, Syria, 
Iraq, Algeria and the Yemen - which they would support. In this 
scheme the Russians still regarded Nasser as the prime mover 
but they saw new opportunities and new dangers in Damascus. 
The new Cuban-style Syrian regime included one and possibly 
two Communists in its cabinet and announced that it would 
seek closer relations with the ‘socialist camp’. However, the new 
Damascus regime professed views even more extreme than those 
of its predecessors on the question of military action against 
Israel. It favoured ‘revolutionary warfare’ not only as a means 
of dealing with Israel but also to transform and unify the Arab 
countries. The Syrian head of state, Dr Nureddin el Atassi, 
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said in Damascus on 8 March that the ‘liberation of Palestine* 
was the keystone of the revolution’s plans. Arab unity, he said, 
‘would be forged in the flames of the liberation war*. 18 

Several of the same elements that had combined to bring about 
the Suez-Sinai crisis of 1956 had begun to reappear; a real or 
believed move by the British and Americans to form a new 
Middle Eastern alliance system, and the reaction to it by Nasser 
and the Russians; an accelerating arms race between the Arab 
states and Israel; the key role of Syria in setting the ideological 
pace for the Arab revolutionary nationalists; the growth of 
fedayin raids into Israel and Israeli army reprisals. To this 
was added the belief professed in Damascus and Moscow that - 
again repealing the patterns of 1956 and 1957 - Syria was the 
main focus of the inter-Arab cold war and its regime a target 
for American-backed plots. If such external threats to the Damas- 
cus regime existed, they appeared this time, however, to have 
little to do with the Americans or the British. The latter were now 
more concerned with checking the spread of Nasser’s influence 
into the oil lands of the Arabian Peninsula and the Persian Gulf, 
than they were with the constantly shifting political kaleidoscope 
of the Fertile Crescent countries. 

Nasser’s first reaction was to move nearer to Iraq, for the 
Syrian Baathists still aroused his suspicions. But the pressure on 
him to clarify his attitude towards Syria began to increase from 
both Moscow and Washington. On 7 May 1966, through an 
article in Izvestia, the Russians unveiled their new line of support 
for the Syrian regime against alleged threats from an Israel armed 
and encouraged by the United States. Three weeks later a Tass 
statement accused Israel of ‘provocations’ against Syria and 
warned, ‘The Soviet Union cannot and will not remain indifferent 
to the attempts to violate peace in a region located in direct 
proximity to the borders of the Soviet Union’. 19 During his visit 
to the UAR from 10-18 May 1966, the Soviet premier, Kosygin, 
promised continued economic and political support for the UAR. 
By that time Soviet economic aid to the UAR was estimated to 
have reached a total of £300 million, including the High Dam and 
133 other projects. The new Syrian regime had been promised 
£50 million-worth of Soviet aid, including a commitment to 
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build the Euphrates Dam, a project as important for Syria as 
the Aswan High Dam is for Egypt. The total of Soviet aid to 
Egypt, mostly in the form of long-term low-interest loans, was 
curiously about the same as that received by Nasser from the 
United States over the years. 

By the middle of June Nasser had made up his mind to a new 
course. On 15 June he began to hint at the abandonment of his 
Arab summit policy on the grounds that coexistence was being 
exploited by Arab ‘reaction' in a conspiracy with the Muslim 
Brothers in Egypt. The reopened Arab rift began rapidly to 
widen. In the face of hostility from Syria, King Hussein moved 
closer to Saudi Arabia and declared that all hopes of cooperation 
with the Palestine Liberation Organization had vanished because 
it was dominated by ‘subversive paitisans'. Nasser attacked the 
British ‘pretence’ of withdrawal from Aden and the ‘false 
independence’ offered to South Arabia. He accused Britain of 
supplying combat pilots as well as aircraft to Saudi Arabia - 
which the Foreign Office promptly denied. 20 

In two speeches at the end of July, Nasser finally spelled out 
the end of Arab ‘coexistence’. He confirmed that the UAR 
would not attend the next Arab ‘summit’ meeting due to be 
held in Algiers in September, because it had become impossible 
to cooperate with the Arab ‘reactionary forces’. This did not 
mean that the UAR would deviate from the ‘summit’ aim of 
liberating Palestine, but. said Nasser, ‘we shall coordinate our 
efforts with those of other Arab revolutionaries and shall liberate 
Palestine in a revolutionary manner and not in a traditional 
way’. 

Nasser also revealed part of the price that this policy would 
cost Egypt. The US would not renew the wheat agreement 
which expired in June. The UAR v.'uild now have to find $100 
million for the wheat which she formerly got from America for 
local currency: this would adversely affect the second five-year 
plan. 21 

Another and more onerous part of the price this new policy 
might entail had already become visible: border incidents 
between Syria and Israel were developing on an increasingly 
serious scale. Raids by A1 Fatah ynits based on Syria and some- 
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times crossing into Israel through northern Jordan, despite the 
efforts of the Jordan government to prevent them, had been 
growing mote frequent. Israeli reprisals had become heavier. 
After Israeli planes had attacked the Banyas diversion works on 
14 July 1966 with incendiary bombs, Syria complained to the 
Security Council. Less than a fortnight later there was another 
border battle round Lake Tiberias involving aircraft and artillery 
on both sides. In October the Israel government complained to 
the Security Council of attacks by A1 Assifa in Jerusalem, 
which had been announced officially on Damascus radio and 
defended publicly by the Syrian authorities. 22 A resolution in the 
Council requesting Syria to take stronger measures to prevent 
incidents was vetoed by the Soviet Union. 

Thus by the end of October 1966, the Syrian regime was 
publicly committed to the revolutionary warfare strategy of A1 
Fatah. It was being backed by the Soviet Union which professed 
to believe that as the most ‘progressive’ of the Arab regimes it 
was the most likely to be a target for American indiifot attack. 
But the Fatah plan would not be complete without the involve- 
ment of Egypt; nor could the Syrian regime hope for fulfilment 
of its wider revolutionary vision unless Nasser were brought 
into action (perhaps even better from the Baathist’s point of 
view if, in doing so, Nasser himself were to be replaced by a 
more revolutionary leadership). And the Russians would feel 
easier if the isolated and exposed Damascus regime had closer 
support from Egypt, thus reducing Moscow's immediate re- 
sponsibility for its protection. 

For some months Nasser had hung back from complete 
commitment to the Arab ‘progressive front’. While leaning 
towards the ‘progressives’ and resuming attacks on the ‘reac- 
tionaries', he still tried to avoid a break with more middle-of-the 
road Arab opinion. But on 4 November he took the plunge 
and signed a new defence alliance with Syria. The chain of com- 
mitment to the ‘liberation of Palestine', stretching from A1 Fatah 
through Damascus to Nasser, now seemed complete But Nasser 
still thought of it as a long and limited struggle. He was aware 
of his existing commitment in the Yemen. He also knew that 
although an alliance with Syria alone might enable him to in- 
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crease the deterrent to any large-scale Israeli attack and so 
stabilize the situation without war, he could not hope to plan a 
serious offensive against Israel without the cooperation of Jordan. 

This may be one reason why on 13 November, to the general 
surprise, Israel carried out her biggest border reprisal raid for 
more than ten years, not against Syria but against Jordan. An 
Israeli army brigade with tanks, artillery and aircraft attacked the 
Jordanian village of Sammu near Hebron and virtually razed it 
to the ground. There were eighteen Jordanian military and civilian 
dead and fifty-four wounded, as well as losses suffered by the 
Israeli forces. The Israel authorities claimed that this action was a 
reprisal for thirteen recent acts of sabotage, including the blowing 
up of a weapons carrier in which three Israeli soldiers were 
killed and six wounded. The saboteurs were said to have come 
across the Jordan border and to have sheltered in Sammu. The 
raid, said the Israelis, was meant to force King Hussein to take 
more effective steps to prevent the use of his kingdom for such 
attacks. 

The scale and ferocity of the raid and the choice of target 
shocked Western opinion and roused some controversy inside 
Israel itself. Since the Israeli official explanations of the choice 
of Jordan seemed inadequate - for the immediate effect was to 
weaken King Hussein’s authority in Jordan rather than to 
strengthen it - other interpretations were sought. Eshkol, it 
was noted, was under pressure from sections of public opinion 
and from political rivals, especially those associated with Ben 
Gurion's Rafi group (a break-away from Mapai, the Israel 
Labour party) which included such ‘activists’ as Dayan and Peres, 
to reply more vigorously to the Fatah raids. But a blow of such 
weight as that dealt at Sammu could not have been struck against 
the heavily fortified Syrian border without using greater forces 
and risking heavier casualties. And in any major attack on Syria 
there was the danger of an escalation which might involve the 
Soviet Union. The blow against Jordan may also have been 
intended as a warning to her not to join in the just-concluded 
Egyptian-Syrian alliance. 

The raid led to widespread riots in the Palestinian towns of the 
west bank of the Jordan and demands for more energetic military 
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measures. Hussein was able, however, to hold his position and 
avoid any new commitments, beyond those already made on 
paper, to the unified Arab command. On 7 December the Arab 
Defence Council held the first of several meetings in Cairo to 
define the responsibilities of each state in the event of an Israeli 
attack but failed to produce any practical agreement. At a press 
conference the Jordan prime minister, Wasfi al Tal, accused the 
UAR and Syria of failing to support Jordan. Where, he asked, 
was the promised UAR air cover and why did Nasser not 
bring back his troops from the Yemen to face the Israelis? 

Nasser’s answer was to press Jordan to accept the stationing 
and free movement of Egyptian, Syrian and Iraqi forces on her 
territory. This was the last thing Hussein wanted. Attacks on 
Nasser and the Syrians for their inactivity against Israel, in 
contrast with their hostility to other Arab regimes, became a 
regular feature of propaganda from Jordan and Saudi Arabia 
as the struggle between the ‘revolutionaries’ and ‘reactionaries’ 
in the Arab world was resumed. While Cairo and Damascus 
attacked Hussein and Fcisal as ‘imperialist stooges’, the radios 
of Amman and Mecca taunted Nasser with sheltering behind the 
UNEF in Sinai and of letting Israeli ships pass through the 
Gulf of Aqaba. Jordan was reported to have even suggested 
officially in the Arab Defence Council meetings in early January 
that Egypt should ask the UNEF to withdraw. 

This suggestion had already been made by King Hussein in an 
interview in an American magazine at the end of December. 23 
He said that the presence of the UNEF prevented Egypt’s forces 
from having any deterrent effect and so allowed the Israelis to 
increase their pressure on other fronts. 

By the end of January 1967 the shock of the Sammu raid 
seemed to have died down. Although there were continued 
incidents, neither in Cairo nor in Tel Aviv was there then any 
serious belief in the danger of a full-scale war. In an interview 
with me at the end of 1967, Nasser appeared to be only per- 
functorily concerned with the problem of Israel. This impression 
was confirmed in a private talk I had with his Foreign Minister, 
Mahmoud Riad. The latter considered the situation between the 
Arabs and Israel as a kind of stalemate. A struggle of political 
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and economic attrition between the Arabs and Israel might go 
on for years, but Egypt did not wish to be deeply involved from a 
military point of view unless there were an all-out attack by 
Israel on Syria. 

passer was at that time more concerned with the economic 
situation in Egypt, and with the struggle in South Arabia and the 
Yemen. But he had already begun to see events in the Middle 
East in the framework of an Anglo-American ‘conspiracy’ 
against the non-aligned radical regimes. At that time he saw this 
‘conspiracy’ at work chiefly in opposition to himself in Arabia, 
and had not then linked it so closely with Israel as he did later. 
To at least some Israeli leaders it seemed as if Nasser were still 
trying to avoid a clash with Israel and that the Arab leaders 
were more preoccupied with their own conflicts than with plan- 
ning war against Israel. 24 The Russians, however, continued to 
paint a more alarmist picture of Israeli intentions towards Syria. 
Their reasons for doing so are not clear. They could have had no 
interest in fomenting a war that their Arab clients could not win 
and in which they risked becoming involved themselves. Perhaps 
they were trying to build up the world picture of an American 
counter-revolutionary offensive in which Israel was one instru- 
ment, a picture which they may have partly believed and partly 
developed in orde- to frighten their own Third World clients into 
icmaining loyal to them. At this time, too, the Soviet government 
was closely engaged in trying to bring about peace talks between 
the United States and North Vietnam, during the visit to Britain 
of the Soviet premier Kosygin. There seems no reason why when 
the Soviet foreign minister, Gromyko, went to Cairo for three 
days at the end of March 1 967, he should have tried to egg Nasser 
on to war against Israel, nor is there any evidence that he did so, 
though he may have urged Nasser to give the Syrians more open 
support. But within a week of Gromyko’s departure from Cairo, 
there was a new and more serious battle on the Israel-Syria border 
and the first stage of the crisis leading up to the Arab-Israel 
war of June 1967 had begun. 



Chapter 17 
Over the Brink: 

Syria, UNEF and Aqaba, May-June 1967 


It was not we who started the crisis in the Middle East. We all know 
that this crisis began with Israel’s attempt to invade Syria ... in that 
attempt Israel was not working for itself alone but also for the forces 
that had got impatient with the Arab revolutionary movement. 

So Nasser was to claim after the June war. 1 It probably repre- 
sents what he genuinely believed at the beginning of the 
crisis: that Israel, encouraged by the United States, was planning 
a military blow against Syria which would at least bring down the 
Damascus regime; and that he could not afford to stand by and 
let this happen. His first moves therefore were to try to deter the 
feared Israeli assault. 

It may be years before some of the questions about the out- 
break of the June war can be fully answered but there is little 
dispute about the beginning of the crisis. On 7 April, there 
occurred one of those exchanges of fire between Israelis and 
Syrians over Israeli cultivation of the demilitarized zone which 
had been a feature of that disputed border for years past. This 
time it escalated into a battle involving tanks, artillery and 
aircraft. Israeli aircraft attacked and silenced Syrian artillery 
posts, and shot down six Syrian jet fighters. Some of the Israeli 
planes then flew on the fifty-odd miles to Damascus to stage a 
victory demonstration over the Syrian capital. 

Once more there were taunts from the Jordan authorities 
about the poor performance of the Syrians and Nasser’s failure 
to help them. The Jordan newspaper Al Quds asked ‘What has 
Cairo done in the face of this flagrant air aggression on Damascus, 
the Syrian capital?’ 2 

The answer was - nothing, partly because the Syrians had 
refused to allow the UAR to set up an air base on their territory. 
Could Nasser go on doing nothing and still hold his own in the 
revived struggle between the Arab ‘revolutionaries' and ‘re- 
actionaries’? On 10 April Nasser sent the commander-in-chief 
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of the UAR air force, General Mohammed Sidky Mahmoud, to 
Damascus where he conferred for twelve days with the Syrian 
military. The UAR prime minister, Sidky Suleiman, also went to 
Damascus and there were mutual pledges of joint action against 
possible Israeli aggression. 

The next step up in the crisis did not occur until the middle of 
May. During the first week of the month there were two A1 Fatah 
attacks inside Israel which were said to show a higher degree of 
professional training and equipment than hitherto. This was 
noted with concern not only by the Israelis but also on 1 1 May 
by the UN Secretary-General, U Thant.* During the next few 
days two developments combined to precipitate the second phase 
of the crisis. The Israeli prime minister, Levi Eshkol, and the 
chief of staff of the Israeli army. General Rabin, made statements 
on 12 and 13 May which were taken by Nasser to be threats of an 
Israeli attack to overthrow the Syrian regime. At the same time, 
reports reached Nasser from the Syrians, from the Russians and 
from Egyptian intelligence sources that Israel was concentrating 
large forces on the northern frontier for a possible attack on 
Syria. 

Some mystery still surrounds both these developments which 
together convinced Nasser that he must act quickly to deter an 
Israeli assault. There is still some doubt as to precisely what 
General Rabin or Eshkol said. More mysterious is the question 
of the [sraeli troop concentrations the existence of which the 
Israelis themselves and the U N observers denied. In a speech on 
22 May 1967 to the UAR Air Force Advanced .Command, 
Nasser alleged that on 12 May ‘Israeli commanders announced 
they would carry out military operations against Syria in order 
to occupy Damascus and overthrow the Syrian government \ He 
went on, ‘On 13 May we received accurate information that 
Israel was concentrating on the Syrian border huge armed forces 
of eleven to thirteen brigades. These forces were divided into two 
fronts, one south of Lake Tiberias and the other north of the 
lake. The decision made by Israel at this time was to carry out an 

*U Thant, at a press luncheon at UN headquarters, said that such 
activities were ‘a menace to the peace of the area ’ and that it was the duty 
of all governments to put an end to them. 
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aggression against Syria as of 17 May. . . . The Syrians also had 
this information.’ 3 

Nasser later (after the war) said: ‘Our parliamentary delega- 
tion headed by Anwar es-Sadat was on a visit to Moscow and 
our Soviet friends informed Anwar es-Sadat that the invasion of 
Syria was imminent. . . . There was a joint defence agreement 
between us and Syria, not merely ink- on paper. It was imperative 
that we take concrete steps to face the danger threatening Syria'. 4 

On 12 May, in a speech to Israeli Labour party leaders, Eshkol 
had warned Syria that there would be no immunity for any state 
which aided and abetted sabotage acts on Israeli territory. In a 
radio interview the same day, he said that nowadays it seemed as 
if Syria had taken upon herself the leadership in the battle against 
Israel. However, Syria’s forces were not great and ‘not without 
reason is she looking for protection among larger countries’. 5 

The next day, Eshkol said that the Arab states ought to know 
that ‘any border which is tranquil from their side will also be 
quiet from our side’, but added that Israel ‘may have to teach 
Syria a sharper lesson than that of 7 April’. 

General Rabin’s remarks at this time have been variously 
reported. According to one version, he said that so long as the 
Syrian regime continued in power, the Fatah raids would con- 
tinue. According to another, he declared that only the overthrow 
of the Damascus regime could end the raids. 6 

But more alarming were the obviously officially inspired press 
reports coming out of Israel that week-end, which appeared to be 
based on these statements. The gist of these reports was that 
Israel was preparing a large-scale military action against Syria 
which would go further than any previous reprisal raid. A United 
Press despatch from Jerusalem quoted ‘a highly placed Israeli 
source’ as saying that ‘if Syria continued the campaign of sabo- 
tage in Israel it would immediately provoke military action aimed 
at overthrowing the Syrian regime’, even at the risk of Egyptian 
intervention. 7 

In his report to the Security Council on 19 May on the aggra- 
vating factors of the crisis, U Thant noted. 

Intemperate and bellicose utterances, by officials and non-officials, 
eagerly reported by press and radio, are unfortunately more or less 
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routine on both sides of the lines in the Near East. In recent weeks 
however, reports emanating from Israel have attributed to some high 
officials in that State statements so threatening as to be particularly 
inflammatory in the sense that they could only heighten emotions and 
thereby increase tensions on the other side of the lines. 

Of the stories of Israel troop concentrations on the Syrian 
border, however, U Thant reported, 

The Government of Israel very recently has assured me that there are 
no unusual Israel troop concentrations or movements along the Syrian 
line, that there will be none and that no military action will be initiated 
by the armed forces of Israel unless such action is first taken by the 
other side. Reports from UNTSO observers have confirmed the 
absence of troop concentrations and significant troop movements on 
both sides of the line. 

The Israeli government later claimed it had made repeated 
invitations to the Soviet ambassador in Tel Aviv to go to see for 
himself whether or not there were any Israeli troop concentra- 
tions, but he refused. 8 Since Israel could in any case move troops 
from nearby permanent camps to the Syrian border in a matter 
of hours, the absence of troop concentrations was not conclusive 
evidence either way about her intentions towards Syria. For this 
reason, and because of other signs of Israeli military activity, 
the conclusions of the commander of UNTSO (United Nations 
Truce Supervisory Organisation) General Odd Bull, on which U 
Thant based his report, were not shared by all the UN senior 
officers in the area. 9 

It has been suggested that the Syrian regime chose to fabricate 
an external threat to strengthen its position in an internal crisis at 
home. 10 The Syrian Baathist and army leadership was certainly 
in some turmoil about this time, partly because of public uproar 
over an anti-religious article published in an army newspaper. 
Nevertheless, the concurrence between the Syrian, Egyptian and 
Russian reports about troop movements is striking. One hypo- 
thesis is that during the first two weeks of May, when the Israeli 
authorities seem to have been trying to scare the Syrians by 
inspired leaks about massive retaliation, they may also have 
moved some troops temporarily to make a show of force, only 
to withdraw them again when Nasser over-reacted, Egyptian 
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troops began to move into Sinai and the United Nations head- 
. quarters asked for an explanation.* 

Something of Nasser’s general state of mind at this vital 
juncture may be gauged from a message he sent to a Palestine 
Day rally of Arab students in Britain on 14 May. In it he re- 
peated more clearly than ever before his theme that the ‘Arab 
revolution’ was faced by a coordinated conspiracy in which 
‘imperialism’, meaning the United States and Britain, was acting 
together with both Israel and ‘Arab reaction’. He alleged that 
there was a ‘coordination between Israel and the Jordanian 
government in their pressure on Syria and in trying to involve 
Arab forces in premature battle’. This conspiracy was not con- 
fined to the Arab world but was part of a counter-revolution, 
led by the United States, ‘against aspirations for freedom, pro- 
gress and prosperity in our nation and in the entire Third World’. 
The question, said Nasser, ‘is no longer one of Palestine alone 
but of the entire Arab destiny. It is a question of confronting 
all our enemies at once.’ 

It was against such a melodramatic, almost paranoid picture 
of the world that Nasser judged what seemed to be a new and 
serious threat by Israel to Syria. For him what was at stake was 
not merely the fate of this particular Baathist regime in Damascus 
which he had no special reason to love, nor even only the im- 
mediate military security of Egypt. It was rather the morale of 
the whole Arab revolutionary nationalist movement that he had 
come to symbolize, the readiness of the Arabs to assume mastery 

♦In June-July 1969, The Arab, an official publication of the Arab League 
Office in London, published an article by ‘A Special Correspondent’ who 
described himself as having been a United Nations military observer on the 
Israel-Syna border at the end of April and the beginning of May 1967 
when tension between the two countries was building up. The writer 
claimed that he had observed considerable Israeli forces, including dozens 
of tanks, moving towards the Syrian border during the first week in May, 
movements which the Israelis described as ‘manoeuvres’. He said that he 
had reported this to the U N headquarters in Jerusalem, whence the reports 
were transmitted to New York; by the time the New York headquarters 
took the matter up a week later the Israelis had withdrawn again but the 
Syrians had already sounded the alarm. The anonymity of the writer and 
the place of publication obviously limit the value of the article as evidence, 
but its content is circumstantial and has an authentic ring. 
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of their own fate and to stand up to pressure from the Great 
Powers. He saw a military humiliation of Syria by Israel as a 
victory not just for Israel but also for the United States in its 
supposed design to isolate the UAR, the main powerhouse of 
Arab nationalism, and to replace Britain as the dominating 
‘imperialist* influence in the Middle East. 

Nasser’s reaction to the reports from Israel was prompt and 
fateful. From 14 May onwards, he began to move Egyptian 
troops across the Canal into Sinai in increasing numbers. On 
16 May he asked the United Nations Emergency Force of 3,400 
men from seven nations to withdraw from the posts it had 
manned along the Smai frontier with Israel for the previous ten 
years. 

Whatever the practical folly or wisdom of asking the UNEF 
to leave and the brusque manner in which it was done, there is 
the still-debated question of whether Nasser was legally within 
his rights in asking for its departure. U Thant believed he was. 
As soon as he received a formal request from the UAR govern- 
ment to this effect, which reached him on 18 May, U Thant 
felt he had no choice but eventually to comply and order the 
force to withdraw. Could he, as some critics suggested, by more 
prolonged or adroit delaying tactics, have gained time for 
diplomacy to slow down the escalation of the crisis, especially 
as it affected the Gulf of Aqaba? U Thant’s strong reasons for 
thinking otherwise were given in his long report of 26 June 1967. 
U Thant followed the procedure which had been laid down by his 
predecessor, Hammarskjold, and consulted the UN Advisory 
Committee set up when UNEF was established. The members 
were divided in their views but agreed in the end that he had no 
choice but to order withdrawal. The Committee did not, as it 
could have done, refer the question to the General Assembly. 
U Thant claims that if this reference had been made it could not 
have had any early practical result in enabling the UNEF to 
stay without Egyptian consent - which, in his view, was not 
possible on either legal or practical grounds.* 

•Secretary-General’s Report on the withdrawal ofUNEF. UN General 
Assembly document A/6730. Add 3 : 

The practical reasons were incontrovertible: the UNEF could not have 
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U Thant had considered making an urgent personal appeal 
to Nasser to reconsider his request for withdrawal. Nasser sent 
him a message through his foreign minister ^dvising him that 
such a move would meet with ‘a stern rebuff’. But Nasser 
agreed that U Thant should come to Cairo as soon as possible. 
A suggestion by U Thant that UNEF might move on to the 
Israel side of the border was rejected by Israel as ‘entirely un- 
acceptable’. On the evening of 18 May, U Thant ordered the 
withdrawal of UNEF, though the actual movement of troops 
right out of Egypt and the Gaza Strip did not begin until 29 May 
and was not completed until 17 June, after the war was over. 

continued to operate without Egyptian cooperation and it could not have 
maintained its position in the face of Egyptian hostility. 

Legally and practically the whole basis of its operation was one of Egyp- 
tian consent. But the argument about the legality of Nassci ’s action revolved 
round the question of whether this basis of consent had been supplemented 
and qualified by the ‘good faith’ agreement reached betwgen Hammar- 
skjold and Nasser when UNEF was mlioduccd into Egypt at the end of 
1956. The essence of this agreement was that Nasser accepted the presence 
of UNEF ‘until its tasks were fulfilled’. 

But what were the ‘tasks’ of L^NE l m this context t} Were they only to 
supervise the withdrawal of British, French and' Israeli forces after the 
Suez-Sinai war or did they extend in a general way to supervising the 
observation of the Egyptian-lsraeli armistice agreements until a more 
permanent peace was established? In ten years' practice, they had been 
accepted as the latter, but while not opposing this interpretation in practice 
Egypt had never given it her formal endorsement. Those who believed that 
nevertheless Nasser had broken the ‘good faith’ agreement quoted in their 
support an aide-memoire written by Hammarskjold in 1957 for his private 
use, setting out his interpretation of his understanding with Nasser. A copy 
of this aide-memoire was given by Hammarskjold to Ernest Gross, former 
member of the American delegation to the UN, who made it public during 
the controversy over the UNEF withdiawal. U Thant's comment on this 
paper was, first, that it was a private interpretation and not an official 
document and had never been shown to the Egyptian government for its 
comments; second, that it referred to the extended tasks of the UNEF 
which were assigned to if in February and March 1957 after the original 
fl good faith’ agreement had been reached with Nasser in November 1956. 
U Thant pointed out that he had followed the procedure agreed between 
Hammarskjold and Nasser in referring the question of withdrawal to his 
Advisory Committee. (For a detailed discussion of this and other questions 
relating to UNEF, see Rosemary Higgins, United Nations Peace-keeping, 
1946-67, pp. 241-415.) 
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As U Thant set out for Cairo on 22 May, the Israeli prime 
minister, Eshkol, was announcing to the Knesset that a partial 
Israeli mobilization had been carried out to meet the ‘grave 
developments’ otvlsrael’s southern border. Eshkol said that in 
the course of the previous week Egyptian forces in Sinai had been 
increased from 35,000 to 85,000 men, four divisions of infantry 
with armour and reinforcements of artillery and aircraft. The 
Israeli leaders had at first apparently shared the view expressed 
in other world capitals that the Egyptian move was only a show 
of force intended to head off a supposed Israeli threat to Syria. 
As the Egyptian reinforcements continued to pour in, including 
troops brought in from the Yemen, the Israelis began to take the 
possibility of Egyptian offensive military action more seriously. 
But Eshkol assured Egypt and the other Arab states through 
third parties that Israel had no intention of attacking them and 
would leave them in peace if they left her in peace. 

While U Thant was still on his way to Cairo, Nasser an- 
nounced the reinstitution of the blockade of Israeli shipping 
through the Gulf of Aqaba and the crisis entered its second phase. 
In his speech at Advanced Air Fotce Headquarters on 22 May, 
Nasser disclosed that Egyptian forces had occupied Sharm esh- 
Sheikh and added. 

The Aqaba Gult constitutes our Egyptian territorial waters. Under 
no circumstances will we allow the Israeli flag to pass through the Aqaba 
Gulf. The Jews threatened war. We tell them: You are welcome, we 
are ready for war. Our armed forces and all our people are ready for 
war but under no circumstances will wc abandon any of our rights. 
This water is ours.* 

*ln addition to the legal arguments about the status of the Straits of 
Tiran already referred to in Chapter 6, the Israeli case had been sub- 
sequently reinforced by the 1958 High Seas Convention which defined an 
international waterway as one connecting High Seas with other High Seas 
or the territorial waters of a third state. Egypt had not, however, signed 
this convention. In practice, Israel attached greater significance to the fact 
that in 1957 the United States and other Western Powers had supported 
the thesis that the Straits of Tiran were an international waterway and that 
the US government had pledged its support in ensuring free and innocent 
passage for Israeli shipping through the Straits. (For a useful summary of 
the legal arguments on both sides see Rosemaiy Higgins, United Nations 
Peace-keeping 1946-67, p. 481, in.) 
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Had Nasser originally intended to close the Straits of Tiran 
when he moved into Sinai or was he forced by events to do so? 
If the latter, when did he make up his mind? Even before the 
June war broke out, official Egyptian sources were claiming 
to visiting Western journalists that it had been intended that 
UNEF should stay at Sharm esh-Sheikh, but that the United 
Nations Secretary-General had insisted that if UNEF were 
withdrawn from any part of the area it must be withdrawn 
everywhere. 11 

Nasser himself made this claim in July 1969 in a talk with me 
giving his version of the crisis. He repeated it publicly in two 
newspaper interviews in early 1970. He told me, 

Tt was not in our plan to close the Gulf of Aqaba at that time. When 
we moved our troops into Sinai we sent to U Thant asking him to 
withdraw the UNEF from Rafah to Eilat [the length of the Sinai 
border] and to keep the UNEF in Gaza and Sharm esh-Sheikh. We 
decided on this step in order not to face complications about the Gulf 

of Aqaba. But we received the answer from U Thant*in which he 

said ‘either we keep all the UN EF or we withdraw all the UNEF’. 
I think this was Bunchc’s idea. . . . There was no choice in front of us 
except to ask him to withdraw all the UNEF. So we faced suddenly 
the problem of Sharm csh-Shcikh. It was not in our plan to send troops 
to Sharm esh-Sheikh and we hastily picpared soivk uoops to go there. 

The original story from Cairo was angrily denied in a letter 
to the New Yoik Times on 11 June 1967 by Dr Ralph Bunche, 
the United Nations Under-Secretary for Political Affairs. There 
was, he said, ‘not a shred of truth to it’, and to back up this 
assertion he quoted from earlier United Nations reports on the 
Egyptian requests and actual troop movements. 

But there remain some curious discrepancies between the 
version of events given in U Thant’s first report of 18 May 1967, 
and his more comprehensive report of 26 June, alter criticism of 
his handling of the crisis had begun to grow. 

In this latter report, U Thant recorded that the Egyptian 
request for the withdrawal of UN EF was first made in a message 
from General Fawzi, the UAR chief of staff, to the UNEF 
commander, Major General Rikhye of India, on the evening 
of 16 May. The message asked for the withdrawal of ‘all UN 
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troops which install OPs [observation posts] along our borders'. 
The Egyptian brigadier who delivered the message was said by 
U Thant to have told Rikhye that he must order the immediate 
withdrawal of UNEF troops from two localities - Sharm esh- 
Sheikh and A1 Sabha, a key frontier position - so that UAR 
troops could take over that very night. At noon the next day, after 
Rikhye had said that he could not withdraw without orders from 
the UN Secretary-General, General Fawzi asked (according 
to U Thant’s report) for the withdrawal of all the Yugoslav 
troops who were then manning the posts along the Sinai border, 
within twenty-four hours, but allowed ‘forty-eight hours or so’ 
for withdrawal from Sharm esh-Sheikh. At midday on 18 May, 
four hours before the Egyptian government’s formal request for 
withdrawal had been received by U Thant, Egyptian officers 
visited the UNEF camp at Sharm esh-Sheikh (which had a 
garrison of thirty-two Yugoslavs) and said they had come to 
lake over, demanding a reply within fifteen minutes. (In fact, 
the UNEF garrison did not leave until several days later.) 

In his letter to the New York Times, Dr Bunche argued that 
General Fawzi’s demand for the withdrawal of ‘all United 
Nations troops which installed Observation Posts along our 
borders’ unquestionably included Sharm esh-Sheikh ‘which 
was, in fact, a United Nations Observation Post'. The full text 
of Faw/i’s letter suggests, however, that by ‘our borders' he 
meant ‘our eastern borders’, that is those w-ith Israel, to which 
he refers in the preceding sentence ’S the area where Egyptian 
troops were already concentrated: Sharm esh-Sheikh’ is at the 
extreme southern tip of Sinai. 

U Thant’s first report quotes Fawzi 's letter in full and also 
mentions his later statement that the UNEF ‘might take forty- 
eight hours or so’ to withdraw from Sharm esh-Sheikh. 12 But it 
does not mention the verbal demand from the Egyptian brigadier 
delivering the letter for an immediate withdrawal from Sharm 
esh-Sheikh, which is quoted in U Thant's second report. Instead, 
U Thant says, 

the exact intent of General Fawzi’s letter needed clarification. If it 
meant the temporary withdrawal of UNEF troops from the line or 
part of it, it would be unacceptable because the purpose of the United 
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Nations Force in Gaza and Sinai is to prevent a recurrence of fighting, 
and it cannot be asked to stand aside in order to enable the two sides 
to resume fighting. If it was intended to mean a general withdrawal of 
UNEF from Gaza and Sinai, the communication should have been 
addressed to the Secretary-General from the Government of the United 
Arab Republic and not to the Commander of UNEF from the Chief 
of Staff of the Armed Forces of the UMed Arab Republic. 

U Thant reported that he had informed the U AR government 
that a request by them 

for a temporary withdrawal of UNEF fiom the Armistice Demarca- 
tion Line and the International Frontier, or from any parts of them, 
would be considered by the Secretary-General as tantamount to a 
request for the complete withdrawal of UNEF from Ga/a and Sinai, 
since this would reduce the UN EF to ineffectiveness. 13 

In other words, it was at that time by no means as clear to the 
UN Secretary-General, as Bunchc subsequently # suggested, 
whether Nasser was officially asking the UNEF to leave the 
whole area, including Sharm esh-Shcikh, or only the border 
with Israel or even only part of the border. 

U Thant nevertheless told Nasser that it was all or none: there 
could be no temporary or partial withdrawal, only a complete 
one. It was then that Nasser asked for UNEE ? 's complete with- 
drawal. 

These conclusions arc further strengthened by a United Nations 
press release of 3 June explaining the background of U Thant's 
decision. 14 It refers to the allegation that ‘the United Arab 
Republic first requested only the withdrawal of UNEF from the 
Line and not from United Arab Republic territory' and says that 
‘in a practical sense, this is an academic point'. It does not deny 
the allegation entirely, nor docs it refer to the reported verbal 
request to General Rikhye to evacuate Sharm esh-Sheikh at once. 
On the contrary, it describes General Fawzi’s letter as * cryptic ’ 
and ‘unclear in meaning’. It says that the only request con- 
sidered by U Thant to be official was that 
UAR Foreign Minister on 18 May (after U Thant had said 
‘all or none’) and which asked for complete withdrawal. 

Apart from the reference to Sharm esh-She ikh in the verbal 
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communication said to have been made to the UNEF com- 
mander by General Fawzi’s emissary, there is sufficient confusion 
in the sequence of events reported by U Thant to leave open the 
possibility that Nasser, as he claimed, did not at first intend the 
UNEF to leave Sharm csh-Sheikh and that he changed his mind 
after being told that a partial withdrawal was unacceptable. The 
reports do, however, suggest that if this was Nasser’s original 
intention, he did not make it clear and failed adequately to 
supervise the execution of his plans by the Egyptian military 
and diplomatic authorities. General Rikhye’s initial impression 
from his contacts with the Egyptian military was that they were 
asking for the withdrawal of UNEF from all its posts in Sinai, 
including Sharm esh-Sheikh, though not from the Gaza Strip. 15 

In his speech of 23 July 1967, Nasser said that before deciding 
to close the Gulf of Aqaba to Israeli shipping he had discussed 
the matter with a meeting of the Higher Executive Committee 
(of the Arab Socialist Union) at his home on 22 May. The closure 
was ‘one of the things our Arab brothers had always insisted on’. 
But Nasser recognized that it greatly increased the risk of war. 
He said that when he had concentrated Egyptian forces in Sinai 
he had estimated the chances of war at twenty per cent. At the 
meeting which decided to close the Gulf of Aqaba, he had esti- 
mated the war chances at fifty per cent, at another meeting at 
eighty per cent. It was nut until the political changes in Israel 
at the beginning of June that he thought the war risk, was 100 
per cent. But at the meeting on 22 May only defensive action had 
been discussed. The aim was to deter an attack on "yria, Nasser 
claimed; there was no question of attacking Israel if only because 
Egypt was convinced that the US would intervene to defend 
Israel. 

One report of the testimony given by Vice-President Hussain 
esh-Shafei at the Cairo treason tril ls in February 1968 suggests 
that the possible closure of the Gulf of Aqaba was discussed at the 
same meeting of Nasser and his colleagues that approved the 
decision to request the withdrawal of UNEF. It says that Amer 
gave his full assurance that the armed forces were ready to meet 
the consequences of both these steps.’ 6 This suggests that the 
closure of the Gulf had been considered by Nasser from at least 
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14 May when he began his military moves in reaction to the 
supposed Israeli threat to Syria. On the other hand, Egyptian 
prisoners are said to have told the Israelis that Amer had in- 
formed a group of officers on 20 May that it was not intended to 
close the Gulf of Aqaba. 

Nasser told U Thant when the Secretary-General arrived in 
Cairo on 23 May that he had decided on the Aqaba blockade 
some time before: he had thought it preferable to announce it 
before U Thant arrived rather than after he had left. During 
the talks Nasser assured U Thant that he would not initiate 
offensive action against Israel. He and his Foreign Minister, 
Mahmoud Riad, outlined the general Egyptian aim as ‘a return 
to the conditions prevailing prior to 1956’ and to full observance 
by both parties of the Egyptian-Tsraeli armistice agreement. 

U Thant warned Nasser of ‘the dangerous consequences which 
could ensue from restricting innocent passage of ships in the 
Straits of Tiran’ and urged him not to take any precipitate action 
since Israel had declared that such restrictions would be con- 
sidered a casus belli. 1 ' 7 

Tn a rather confused reference to this conversation, Nasser 
later said that he had agreed to a proposal from U Thant for a 
‘breathing space’ with regard to the Gulf of Aqaba, so there 
could be time for discussions. The general idea appears to have 
been that for the lime being neither side would take action to 
force the issue: no Israel ships or strategic cargoes would be sent 
through the Straits of Tiran and the UAR would not search any 
ships. 18 The proposition was rejected by Israel and publicly 
never got beyond a general plea by U Thant for all parties to 
exercise restraint. 

By closing the Gulf of Aqaba and setting himself the aim of 
re-establishing the situation as it was before 1956, Nasser claimed 
to be restoring Egypt’s sovereign rights that she had been forced 
to surrender as a result of the Suez-Sinai war. Within a few days 
he had extended his objectives even further: he was talking of 
restoring the situation as it was, not before 1956 but before 
1948, and of a confrontation with Israel to reopen the whole of 
the Palestine question. 

In a speech to Arab trade unionists on 26 May, Nasser recalled 
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that he had been criticized for waiting to act against Israel, 
especially over Sharm esh-Sheikh, until the Arabs were strong 
and prepared, but ‘recently we have felt strong enough that if we 
were to enter a battle with Israel, with God’s help we could 
triumph. On this basis we decided to take actual steps.’ 

Nasser said that taking over Sharm esh-Sheikh meant 

confrontation with Israel. Taking such action also meant that we were 
ready to enter a general war with Israel. It was not a separate opera- 
tion. ... If Israel embarks on an aggression against Syria or Egypt, 
the battle against Israel will be a general one . . . and our basic ob- 
jective w'ill be to destroy Israel. I probably could not have said such 
things fi\e or even three years ago. . . . Today, some eleven years after 
1956, I say such things because I am confident. 1 know what we have 
here in Egypt and what Syria has. I also know that other stales - Iraq, 
for instance - had sent its tioops to Syria; Algeria will send troops. 
Kuwait will also send troops. They will send armoured and infantry 
units. 1 his is Arab power. This is the true resurrection of the Arab 
nation, which at one time was piobably in despair. 19 

Two days later at a press conference in Cairo, Nasser declared 
that neither the rights of Egyptian sovereignty over the Tiran 
Straits nor the issue of the withdrawal of U N EF were any longer 
open to question. ‘Israel’s ships shall not pass in Egyptian terri- 
torial waters. This is a position fiom which I shall not budge 
one inch.’ He did not see any hope for negotiating a general 
settlement of the Palestine problem, hut neither did he speak of 
waging an offensive war to achieve s ch a settlement. 

We have regained the lights which were ouis ip 1956. . . . We have 
left the next move to Tsiael. Whether it wants to reply to our exercising 
our rights with violence or non-violence wc arc prepared. ... If Israel 
chooses war, then it is welcome to it. 

While taking up an apparently inflexible stand on the Tiran 
Straits, Nasser had referred only in .’.cneral terms to the wider 
issues between the Arabs and Israel. The next day, however, 
in a speech to members of the U A R. National Assembly he • 
spoke of restoring the situation to what it was in 1948. 

Now ... we are restoring things to what they were in 1956. This is 
from the material aspect. In my opinion this material aspect is but a 
small part, whereas the spiritual aspect is the great side of the issue. The 
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spiritual aspect involves the renaissance of the Arab nation, the revival 
of the Palestine question, and the restoration of confidence in every 
Arab and to every Palestinian. This is on the basis that if we were able 
to restore conditions to what they were before 1956, God will surely 
help and urge us to restore the situation to what it was in 1948. 

We are now ready to confront Israel [Nasser went on]. We are now 
ready to deal with the entire Palestine question. The issue now at hand 
is not the Gulf of Aqaba, the Straits of Tiran or the withdrawal of 
UNEF, but the rights of the Palestinian people. It is the aggression 
which took place in Palestine in 1948 with the collaboration of Britain 
and the United States. 

Still Nasser did not call for an Arab attack on Israel, though 
Cairo radio’s ‘Voice of the Arabs’, like other Arab radio stations, 
was threatening war. On 2 June, he repeated to a British mp, 
Christopher Mayhew, in a television interview, that he did not 
intend to attack first. Mayhew asked, ‘And if they [Israel] do 
not attack, will you let them alone?’ Nasser answgred, ‘Yes, we 
will leave them alone. We have no intention of attacking 
Israel.’ 

But other Arab leaders were less restrained; in their talk of war 
they expressed what Arab public opinion increasingly interpreted 
Nasser’s intensions to be, from the general tenor of his speeches 
and from the Cairo propaganda broadcasts. The Syrian premier 
Yusuf Zuayyen in a broadcast speech on 29 May declared, ‘We 
are now on the threshhold of the battle of destiny of all Arab 
people’. Zuayyen added that the ‘economic strangulation’ 
resulting from the Gulf of Aqaba blockade ‘will assume its true 
dimensions when the economic and military installations in the 
occupied 1 and [Israel] are destroyed preparatory to regaining 
the usurped Arab right’. 20 

Ahmed esh-Shuqeiri, chairman of the Palestine Liberation 
Organization, told journalists on 28 May, ‘I promise you that 
zero hour has come. This is the hour our people have been 
awaiting for the last nineteen years.’ In a later press interview in 
Amman, Shuqeiri was reported to have said that among the 
Jew's who survived the anticipated war those who had lived in 
Palestine before 1948 would be allowed to stay, but he expected 
that few would survive. 
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On 26 May, an article by Heykal in Al Ahram declared that ‘an 
armed clash between the UAR and Israel is inevitable’.* 
Heykal singled out the psychological or morale factor in the 
balance of power between the Arabs and Israel as decisive. 
Nasser had set out to challenge and to apply himself Israel’s 
policy of the ‘fait accompli ’. The closure of the Gulf of Aqaba 
meant ‘first and last that the Arab nation represented by the 
UAR has succeeded for the first time, vis-a-vis Israel, in changing 
by force a fail accompli imposed on it by force’. ‘Therefore it is 
not a matter of the Gulf of Aqaba but of something bigger. It is 
the whole philosophy of Israeli security.' Hence, concluded 
Heykal, ‘Israel musl resort to arms'. But Egypt must wait for 
Israel to strike the first blow. ‘Let Israel begin. Let our second 
blow then be ready. Let it be a knock-out.’ 

Why did Nasser decide to broaden the aim of his operations 
from the deterrence of attack against Syria to a revision of the 
political status quo or a change in the balance of power even at 
the risk of almost certain war? Probably the main reason is 
that, trusting in the assurances from his military commanders, 
he re-assessed and over-estimated his military bargaining power. 
According to Heykal, ‘some of us [the Egyptian leadership] were 
dazzled by the spectacle of the force we moved into Sinai between 
May 15th and May 20th’. 21 

Tn a later post-mortem on the war, Heykal blamed the military 
command for having ‘overestimated its own strength and under- 
estimated the enemy’s’. It had made another ‘fatal mistake’ in 
sending more forces into Sinai as a demonstration of strength 
without being really ready for action. ‘Many in the armed 
forces GHQ,’ added Heykal, ‘believed the crisis would not go 
so far as the use of arms. They believed this in spite of the clear 
warnings of the highest authorities.’ 22 

In other words, Nasser was telling ihe armed forces to be ready 
for war. But did he believe that the U A R was now strong enough 
to launch and win an offensive war against Israel? In view of the 
lack of coordination which still then existed between the Arab 


* At that date this was not yet Nasser's opinion — or so Heykal told me 
in July 1969. 
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armies, particularly with Jordan and Syria, and the possibility of 
American intervention on Israel’s side if she were the victim of 
attack, it seems improbable. 

However much Nasser may have been misled by his over- 
confident military advisers or dazzled by the armoured divisions 
he mustered in Sinai, it is unlikely that he thought in such ambiti- 
ous terms, or that he was simply Concerned to lure Israel into a 
first strike so that he could then overwhelm her. He claimed 
later, 

Our estimates of the enemy’s strength were precise. They showed us 
that our armed forces had reached a level of equipment and training 
at which they were capable of deterring and repelling the enemy [author’s 
italic]. We realized that the possibility of an armed attack existed, and 
we accepted the risk . 23 

Israel’s reaction to the closure of the Gulf of Aqaba was 
immediate and vigorous, and within three days betfh the United 
States and Russia were fully alarmed at the possibility of war. 
On 23 May Eshkol declared that any restrictions on Israeli 
shipping or cargoes destined for Israel in other ships passing 
through the Gulf would be ‘an act of aggression against Israel*. 
In a statement to the Knesset he claimed that Israel had the right 
under article 51 of the United Nations Charter - the right 
of self-defence - to take any measures needed to ensure free and 
innocent passage through the Straits of Tiran. The same day the 
Israeli military leaders, who previously had taken the Egyptian 
move into Sinai calmly, began to urge the Israeli government to 
authorize immediate military action. 24 

The Knesset endorsed Eshkol’s declaration about the Straits 
by eighty-nine votes to four, unanimously except for four Com- 
munist votes. It thus set on foot the beginning of a movement for a 
‘wall to wall’ national unity government. But the cabinet and the 
parties were divided about the risks of an immediate resort to 
arms. Partly influenced perhaps by a message from Washington 
urging that no attempt should be made to force the Egyptian 
blockade during the next forty-eight hours, the Israeli govern- 
ment decided to try diplomacy first. It sent the Foreign Minister, 
Abba Eban, to Washington via Paris and London. 
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On the same day President Johnson issued a statement saying 
that 

the purported closing of the Gulf of Aqaba to Israeli shipping has 
brought a new and grave dimension to the crisis. The United States 
considers the gulf to be an international waterway and feels that a 
blockade of Israeli shipping is illegal and potentially disastrous to the 
cause of peace. The right of free innocent passage of the international 
waterway is a vital interest of the international community. 

Johnson also called for a reduction in troop concentrations 
and said the US was ‘firmly committed to the support of the 
political independence and tenitorial integrity of all the nations 
of the area’. 

The Soviet government took longer to appreciate the new 
dangers of the situation. In a statement on 23 May it blamed 
the crisis on Israeli designs on Syria and supported Nasser's 
action in moving into Sinai and dislodging UNEF. It added, 
‘should anyone try to unleash aggression in the Near East, he 
would be met not only with the united strength of the Arab 
countries but also with strong opposition to aggression from the 
Soviet Union and all peace-loving states’. 

But the Soviet statement did not mention the Gulf of Aqaba. 
The Russians later, after the war, let it be known through 
journalistic channels that they had not been consulted by Nasser 
about his reinstitution of the blockade. At the time when the 
Security Council tvas called to discuss the question on 24 May, 
the Soviet delegate blocked any serious discussion either in the 
Council or among the four Great Powers, as suggested by Presi- 
dent de Gaulle. On 25 May, the Egyptian Minister for War, 
Shams ed-din Badran, arrived in Moscow at the head of a delega- 
tion, for talks with the Russians. On 28 May Badran brought 
Nasser a message from the Soviet p. emier Kosygin ‘saying that 
the USSR supported us in this battle and would not allow any 
power to intervene until matters were restored to what they were 
in 1956’. 25 If Nas'er’s version of the message is correct, the 
Russians had committed themselves at least to blocking any 
military intervention by the Western Powers to break the block- 
ade of the Straits of Tiran or restore UNEF to its positions in 
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Sinai and the Gaza Strip. At the same time, Russia delivered 
urgent warnings to both Nasser and to Eshkol against launching 
a military attack. According to French sources, the Russians told 
the Egyptians and Syrians through their ambassadors in Moscow 
not only that they would not support them if they attacked 
Israel and so risked confronting the United States as well, but 
also that they would not give the two Arab states military support 
in the event of an attack by Israel alone. 26 There is no evidence 
that Nasser asked for or wanted Soviet military help in the latter 
case. Although he constantly claimed that behind Israel stood the 
real culprit, the United States, he had no wish to sec a clash 
with Israel transformed into a conflict between the super- Powers 
in which the Middle East countries would surely be destroyed: 
he saw Soviet support as the means of staving off American 
intervention - but only if he did not attack first, a vital proviso 
which was to influence his position in the later stages of the crisis. 

The Soviet warnings to Nasser and Eshkol in4hc early hours 
of 27 May may have been prompted by reports that both Egypt 
and Israel believed an attack by the other was imminent. Nasser’s 
speech and Heykal’s article of the previous day may also have 
helped to stimulate greater alarm in Moscow. On that day, too, 
amid rumours of imminent war, President Johnson received 
Eban in Washington. Johnson promised Eban that the United 
States would uphold the pledge given by Eisenhower in 1957 to 
support Israel’s right of ‘free and innocent passage’ through the 
Gulf of Aqaba. Johnson believed that Egypt was neither willing 
nor able to launch a full-scale attack ; but he had been advised 
that Israel might attack, and that if she did so she could quickly 
defeat not only Egypt but any combination of Arab states. The 
President is reported to have urged Israel to hold her hand for at 
least a fortnight to allow time for international action to achieve 
a peaceful settlement. 

Parallel with action through the Security Council and consulta- 
tion with Russia, the United States had begun to explore the 
possibility of joint action by maritime nations to secure the 
recognition of free passage through the Gulf of Aqaba. The first 
move was to try to obtain signatures from the maritime powers 
to a declaration upholding freedom of passage, and the second 
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was to canvass support for an international naval force to escort 
ships through the Straits of Tiran and the Gulf, what became 
known as ‘The Red Sea Regatta'. At the same time the American 
administration began exploring with Nasser the possibilities of a 
negotiated settlement. It sent a senior State Department official, 
Charles Yost, a former ambassador in Damascus, to Cairo where 
the American ambassador, Richard Nolte, was an inexperienced 
new arrival. President Johnson also later sent a special envoy, 
Robert Anderson, a former Secretary of the Treasury, to see 
Nasser. 

The immediate aim of the Great Powers was to prevent either 
side launching the first attack. President de Gaulle, as well as 
Johnson and Kosygin, had warned both Israel and Egypt against 
shooting first. The increasing fears of either side that the other 
might strike the first blow ushered in the third stage of the crisis. 
The Israeli military were pressing ever more strongly for quick 
action, arguing that every day’s delay would mean more Israeli 
casualties in a war that had become inevitable. When the Israeli 
cabinet met during the night of 27-8 May to hear Eban’s report 
on his Washington visit, it was evenly divided on the question of 
whether to attack or await the outcome of diplomacy. Eshkol 
was inclined to go to war but, after receiving an urgent message 
from Johnson warning .'gainst military action, he decided not to 
force the issue with his colleagues. On 28 May the Israeli cabinet 
agreed to wait and Eshkol replied to Johnson on that basis. But 
there was growing pressure from Israeli public opinion for a more 
militant policy and for a more vigorous leadership, which 
crystallized round the symbolic martial figure of Major-General 
Dayan. Just as the military mobilization on each side set up a 
fatal spiral of suspicion and fear, so the movements of public 
sentiment and their political consequences in both Israel and the 
Arab states reinforced each other. Together they generated an 
accelerating rush towards war. Signs that the Arabs were closing 
their ranks led to a new political unity in Israel. This in turn 
increased Arab belief that war was inevitable. 

The most spectacular development was the sudden decision 
of King Hussein on 30 May to fly to Cairo and sign a joint defence 
agreement with his old enemy, Nasser, under which Jordan’s 
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armed forces were to be under the command of an Egyptian 
general. Two battalions of Egyptian paratroops were flown to 
Jordan. Perhaps more surprising and more alarming to the 
Israeli public, Hussein also took back to Jordan with him Ahmed 
esh-Shuqeiri, the chairman of the Palestine Liberation Organiza- 
tion. 

The military link-up between Egypt, Jordan and Syria could 
not have made any significant difference to the military balance 
for some time to come. It would have taken time for effective 
cooperation between the three countries to be established. But the 
threat of encirclement, however ineffective in the short run, was 
enough to stir deep public emotions in Israel. It convinced the 
majority of Israelis that the Arabs were preparing to attack and 
it undermined the arguments of those among the Israeli leaders 
who still advocated waiting until diplomacy had been given its 
chance to deal with the Straits of Tiran. On 1 June, the day after 
the Jordan agreement, a new Israel government ofcnational unity 
was formed with Dayan as Minister of Defence and including 
Menahem Beigin as Minister without Portfolio. Nasser later 
said that it was the formation of this government that made him 
believe that war had become 100 per cent certain. 

During the next four days diplomacy fought a losing battle 
with public passions and military fears. As the Arab and Israeli 
armies faced each other in growing strength the original cause of 
dispute, the blockade of theGulf of Aqaba, became overshadowed 
by the fear of the military on each side that they might lose 
advantage by delay or that the other might gain advantage by 
striking first. This was particularly felt on the Israeli side: Israel’s 
strategy was based on a swift offensive; time could only weaken 
the favourable balance of power she still enjoyed. 

On 2 June Yigal Allon, the influential Minister of Labour in the 
Israeli cabinet, said in a speech in Tel Aviv that war was inevitable 
unless the Gulf of Aqaba were reopened, and unless there were 
a mutual reduction of the forces massed on the border and a 
clear undertaking by the Arab governments to stop guerrilla 
raids. He added, ‘There is not the slightest doubt about the 
outcome of this war and of each of its stages, and we are not 
forgetting the Jordanian and the Syrian fronts either.’ 27 
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The public mood in Israel was to get the ordeal over with 
rather than wait for what seemed either an inevitable Arab 
attack or a slow strangulation. In Cairo the mood, as described 
by an American diplomat who was there, was 

an odd mixture of exaltation and fatalism, exaltation over what had 
been achieved, fatalism before the inescapable realization that Israel 
might prefer war to a political defeat of this magnitude. There was a 
clear understanding that Israel might attack at any time, no over- 
weening confidence as to the outcome, but a determination to defend, 
whatever the costs, the intoxicating gains which had been won. 28 

In Nasser’s view of the situation during the first few days of 
June there were contradictions. Though he thought an Israeli 
attack inevitable, he still hoped that he could secure at least some 
political gain through negotiation rather than war. He had 
promised both Moscow and Washington that he would not strike 
first. He believed that America had been egging Israel on to 
attack Syria, with himself as the ultimate target; at the same time 
he expected that in the final stages American pressure could stop 
Israel from attacking. He misunderstood the relationship between 
Israel and Washington, and under-estimated the readiness and 
ability of the Israelis, especially the Dayan generation, to go it 
alone. It was his second enous miscalculation in addition to his 
over-optimistic picture of Egyptian military power. 

Because of his belief that Israel was simply an instrument of 
the United States, he later saw the failure of Washington to 
restrain Israel, while urging Egypt to negotiate, as a ‘diplomatic 
trick’. But in the same speech in which he blamed the United 
States for a planned ‘deception’, he said, ‘It was quite clear 
on any political calculation that Israel was bound to take military 
action, especially after Iraqi forces had moved and Jordan had 
joined the joint defence agreement 

The United Stales and Britain had meanwhile been drafting 
the declaration on freedom of passage through the Gulf <Jf 
Aqaba as an intei national waterway and of measures needed to 
ensure it. They hoped to gel the declaration signed by as many 
‘Maritime Powers’ as possible. Few of the ‘Maritime Powers’ 
friendly to the United States seemed ready to sign the declaration. 
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Even fewer considered joining in a naval blockade-breaking 
operation. Nor were the Pentagon or the Congress enthusiastic 
about an American military commitment in the Middle East 
while the Vietnam war was still raging. 

The American administration was also pursuing the possibility 
of a settlement negotiated directly with Nasser. On 31 May 
Nasser had talks in Cairo with President Johnson's special envoy, 
Robert Anderson. They agreed that Nasser should send his Vice- 
President, Zacharia Mohieddin, to Washington to see Johnson, 
while Vice-President Humphrey would come to Cairo for talks 
with Nasser. 

Was Nasser prepared for a compromise? On 4 June, on the eve 
of war, he said that he would consider any declaration by the 
Maritime Powers about the Gulf of Aqaba as ‘a transgression of 
our sovereignty’ and as ‘a preliminary to an act of war’. There 
were some hints from Arab sources at the time, repeated more 
strongly after the war, that Nasser might have bqpn prepared to 
let non-Israeli ships through the Straits of Tiran, though still 
barring Israeli flag vessels. Apart from the question of whether 
Israel would ever have accepted such an arrangement, there was 
also the vital point of whether or not Nasser would allow through 
oil shipments, which formed the most important inward cargoes 
to Eilat, even in non-Israeli ships. An indication that the United 
States and Britain were considering some such compromise at 
least as an interim solution came during the talks in Washington 
between Harold Wilson and President Johnson on 2 June. Both 
American and British official sources let it be known to journalists 
privately that they estimated that only some two to four Israeli 
ships of any size had in fact passed through the Straits of Tiran 
during the previous two years. This information apparently came 
from the United Nations secretariat among other sources. 30 
Wilson also referred to his press conference in Washington to the 
small number of Israeli ships involved. These reports were quickly 
denied by Israeli officials who claimed that Israeli ships had been 
running a regular service from Eilat to Africa and the Far East, 
passing through the Gulf of Aqaba two or three times a week. 

Both the reports and the denials may have been true in the 
sense that only two or three Israeli ships were involved in the 
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traffic, though they made regular runs, compared with a much 
larger number of non-Israeli vessels, chiefly oil tankers. 

How or what Nasser would have negotiated must remain a 
matter of speculation. According to Heykal, he was prepared to 
refer the question of whether or not the Straits of Tiran were an 
‘international waterway’ to the World Court. 31 But it seems 
probable that he would have tried to extend the scope of any talks 
beyond the immediate question of the Gulf of Aqaba to other 
aspects of the Arab-Israeli problem. For any points he gave 
away over the blockade, where he felt in a strong position, he 
might have tried to get compensation on other matters, such as 
the Syrian demilitarized zone and the Jordan headwaters, or the 
Palestine Arab refugees. 

While ready to talk, Nasser was also preparing for war. On 2 
June, the day he informed President Johnson that he would send 
Zacharia Mohieddin to Washington, Nasser attended a meeting 
of all the senior officers of the U AR armed forces at the Supreme 
Command Headquarters. He told them (he said later) that ‘we 
must expect the enemy to strike a blow within forty-eight to 
seventy-two hours and no later on the basis of the indications of 
events and developments’. He added that he ‘expected the aggres- 
sion to take place on Monday 5 June and the first blow to be 
struck at cur Air Force’. ' 2 

Nasser was under something of the same pressure as Eshkol 
from his military men to strike the -Irst blow as war began to seem 
inevitable. According to Shams ci-din Badran at his trial for 
treason in February 1968, the Egyptian air force commander. 
General Mohammed Sidky Mahmoud, had wanted to strike first 
against Israel, since a first blow by Israel would mean the des- 
tiuction of twenty per cent of the Egyptian air force. He was told 
by Amer that an Egyptian first strike was impossible because it 
would lead to United States intervention. 33 Nasser claimed that 
he had never considered launching an offensive war against Israel 
because of his conviction that the United States would intervene 
to implement the guarantee of Israel’s borders given by President 
Kennedy and repeated by President Johnson. 34 

Officially the Israeli government was still committed to its 
promise to Johnson not to attack for a fortnight as from 26 May 
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- that is at least until 9 June. The final decision of the Israeli 
government not to wait any longer but to attack immediately was 
taken at a cabinet meeting which began on the evening of 3 June 
and continued the next morning. According to one authority, the 
Israeli military were urging that no more time be lost and the ‘ last 
straw’ was the announcement on 4 June that Iraq had joined the 
Egyptian-Syrian-Jordanian military pact. 35 Though this may 
have increased the ‘backs-to-the-wall ’ feeling of the Israeli public, 
there is some doubt as to whether the accession of either Jordan 
or Iraq to the pact or even the danger of an Egyptian first strike, 
were really decisive arguments for the Israeli leaders against 
waiting another few days, especially for the military, highly con- 
fident of their strength and capacity. Perhaps at least as important 
were the signs that another few days might bring, not an Arab 
offensive, but the beginning of a diplomatic negotiation between 
Nasser and the United States. Israeli envoys returning from 
Washington through London brought disturbing reports of 
Western weakness and readiness for ‘appeasement’. One such 
envoy was the head of the Israeli Intelligence Services, Brigadier 
Amit, who, suspicious of Eban's report of his talks with the 
Americans, went to Washington ‘to find out for himself’. His 
report to the government is said to have ‘ played an important 
part in the later stages of the debate on war or peace’. 36 From his 
opposite number in Washington Brigadier Amit may perhaps 
have gained the impression, like the killers of Thomas a Becket 
from the thinking-out-loud of King Henry, that a swift military 
victory by Israel would, in the Pentagon's view, save the United 
States a lot of trouble. 

Given the way American and British policy seemed to be 
drifting, the neutral attitude of France and the hostility of Russia, 
a negotiation with Nasser would doubtless have seemed to the 
Israeli leaders bound to end in a political defeat for them. They 
would then be forced to choose between making concessions or 
attacking at a time when the enemy was better prepared and 
when they themselves could expect less sympathy from world 
opinion. They faced a problem similar to that of Eden when, as 
time passed after the Suez nationalization and the pressures for a 
diplomatic compromise increased, he saw his chance of decisively 
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reversing Nasser’s fait accompli about to slip through his fingers. 
It is true that an interruption of shipping to Eilat, though 
damaging, would no more be fatal to the Israel economy than 
even the closure of the Suez Canal proved to be for Britain. But 
for the Israelis, as for Eden, it was a wider question of a power 
relationship. For the Israeli leaders the choice seemed clear. It 
was between an unexpected opportunity to strike a blow which 
could cripple Nasser’s growing military forces - the only Arab 
forces they were seriously concerned about - for years to come, 
or of accepting the beginning of a change in the balance of power 
in which, at each stage, Israel would be in a weaker position to 
resist pressure for further concessions. They saw themselves in 
the position of Czechoslovakia dealing with the Nazis at the time 
of Munich. Faced with what they believed to be the threat of 
eventual complete conquest, it was better to fight sooner from 
strength rather than later from a weaker position. This was an 
understandable analysis, given the assumptions made by the 
Israeli government about the rightness and necessity of the 
position they were defending - the political and territorial status 
quo as it had existed in the ten years after the Sinai campaign. 
Where the v-isdom of Israeli policy may be more justly questioned 
is in the failure to recognize that the status quo itself was in- 
herently dangerous and instable, not because Arabs were venge- 
ful fanatics but because Israel had long been attempting by a 
military tour de force to mainh in a situation which imposed 
serious human and practical disabilities on her Arab neighbours. 
The real question was whethei or not Israel would have been 
wiser to use her military power to support a search for a more 
stable compromise settlement, rather than to iely on maintaining 
military supremacy alone. 

In a curiously similar way, both the Israeli leaders and Nasser 
felt in this crisis that their future national existence was at stake, 
not as matter of immediate physical survival (though that was 
how it appeared to the Israeli public) but as expressed in a 
political, historical and moral concept. The challenge was not 
to the lives of all Jews or all Arabs, but to the idea of their self- 
respect and national identity, of their relations with the rest of 
the world and with each other, which was embodied in the con- 
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cepts of Zionism and Arab nationalism. A defeat for Israel might 
mean an end to the great attempt to break away through Zionist 
nationalism from the position of defenceless subservience in 
which Jews had been forced to exist in the Gentile world. Nasser 
feared a defeat for Arab nationalism which was intended to throw 
the Arabs back, through the instrument of Israel, into a servile 
dependence on Western imperialism reincarnated in the United 
States. Both Nasser and the Israelis saw themselves as taking a 
desperate stand, like a long-tormented schoolboy finally turning 
and facing a bully. The fullness of the tragedy of the war that 
began on 5 June 1967 lies in the fact that two great peoples, who 
were both trying to escape from the humiliations inflicted by 
European society, were unable to help each other but instead were 
thrown by historical fate at each other’s throats. 



Chapter 18 

The Six-Day War: ‘The Setback’, 5-11 June 1967 


The third Arab-Tsraeli war began at 8.45 a.m. (Cairo time) on 
Monday 5 June 1967. It was virtually won by Israel within the 
first three hours, perhaps even in the first few minutes. But before 
it ended, six days later, there was much hard fighting and 
thousands of lives were lost. 

Israel’s victory, or what the Arabs euphemistically called ‘The 
Setback', was a brilliant feat of arms. 

Israel opened her offensive with an all-out attack on Egypt’s 
airfields. In three hours of incessant raids, the Egyptian air force 
was wiped out on the ground and the Egyptian army in Sinai was 
left without air cover in the ensuing land battles. Out of some 340 
serviceable Egyptian combat aircraft, 286 machines, including all 
the Egyptian medium bombers, were destroyed during the first 
day’s assault. The runways on most of the airfields attacked were 
made unuseable. The Israeli air force threw almost all its 320 
combat planes, half of them bombers or fighter-bombers, into the 
attack, leaving less than a dozen planes to guard its own bases. It 
had trained intensively for this preemptive strike, with the help of 
excellent intelligence. It also used a new weapon a special bomb 
to destroy airfield runways. 1 But, more important, it achieved 
complete surprise by a variety of tactics. Some of its planes swept 
in over the sea from the unexpected direction of the west; others 
flew low behind the Sinai mountains to beat the Egyptian radar 
and anti-aircraft missiles; and the first attack was timed when the 
Egyptian pilots were relaxing on the ground after returning from 
their dawn patrols (though their planes were dispersed at maxi- 
mum readiness). 

Both the air attack and the land offensive which began half an 
hour later were also timed - perhaps with foreknowledge, since 
the Israelis had probably cracked the Egyptian military code - to 
catch almost the entire Egyptian High Command literally up in 
the air. At 9 a.m. on 5 June, Field Marshal Amer, the UAR 
commander-in-chief, and his air force commander. General 
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Sidky Mahmoud, together with other senior officers were in an 
aircraft flying from Cairo to an airfield in Sinai. The Egyptian 
anti-aircraft batteries had been given orders not to fire without 
special authorization while they were in the air. They could not 
land in Sinai because all the airfields were under attack and were 
thus obliged to return to Cairo. Fts»r ninety vital minutes they were 
out of touch with their forces and unable to give orders. To make 
matters worse, the senior Egyptian field commanders in Sinai had 
left their command posts to go to the airfield to greet Amer. 2 

After the first Israeli attack on the advanced airfields in 
Sinai, ten minutes’ delay in reporting the attack - due partly 
perhaps to the traditional Egyptian reluctance to tell bad news to 
superiors - gave the Israelis time to reach the more distant bases 
undetected. 3 

The Egyptian High Command was slow to realize the scale of 
the air disaster and its significance for the land battle. Because it 
believed its own exaggerated figures for Israeli planes shot down 
it thought there was still a balance in air power during the second 
day of the Sinai battles. 4 None of the generals dared at first tell 
Nasser the full extent of the Israeli blow and he did not learn of it 
until four o’clock on Monday afternoon. 5 When he welcomed 
Jordan’s entry into the war that morning he thought he still had 
an air force. When the truth about the destruction of the Egyp- 
tian air force could no longer be hidden, at least from Nasser and 
the government, the air force and the military command tried 
to explain it away by accusing America and Britain of having 
shared in the first attack. The original source of this canard seems 
to have been the Egyptian air force. 6 The accusation was fed by 
the prevailing bewilderment and confusion. There seemed to be 
many more planes attacking than the Israelis were thought to 
possess. Nasser claimed on 9 June that ‘the enemy was operating 
with an air force three times stronger than his normal force’. This 
impression was probably due to the large number of sorties flown 
by each Israeli aircraft, as a result of efficient ground organiza- 
tion. Then there was a report that Jordanian radar had detected 
a large number of planes coming in from the sea to attack 
Jordan, which could not be Israeli. Just before dawn on Tuesday 
6 June, Hussein telephoned Nasser to say 400 aircraft were 
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attacking Jordan. The two leaders then agreed to announce that 
American and British aircraft were helping the Israelis. The result 
was a wave of anti-American and anti-British anger throughout 
the Arab countries, the breaking off of diplomatic relations w«th 
Britain and the United States by several Arab countries and the 
suspension of oil shipments to the two countries by Kuwait, Iraq 
and Algeria. According to a later Egyptian admission, though 
‘ there were indications that Israel had received extensive aid from 
the United States’ [such as, it was alleged, details of Egyptian 
airfields, photographed by US spy satellites] ‘there was no evi- 
dence to show that the U S Air Force itself had taken part in the 
air raids on the Egyptian airfields’. 7 At the time Nasser was ready 
to believe in Anglo-American intervention because of his con- 
viction that America and Israel were hand-in-glove against Syria 
and the UAR, and because of the experience of Suez. 

By the time Nasser had learned of the loss of his air force, he 
knew that the Egyptian army was already hard pressed in the land 
battles in Sinai and would be obliged to withdraw. But he thought 
that it could still hold a line across Sinai covering the Suez Canal. 8 

The Egyptians had seven divisions, two of them armoured, or 
about 100,000 men in Sinai and the Gaza Strip. (The total 
mobilized strength of the Egyptian army was about 180,000 men 
but some 50,000 were in the Yemen.)" They had some seven or 
eight hundred tanks in Sinai, half of them spread among the five 
infantry divisions, one of which, in the Gaza Strip, was composed 
of troops of the Palestine Liberation Army. The main Egyptian 
forces were in strongly fortified defensive positions covering the 
two main roads across Sinai to the Canal ; in the Rafah-EI Arish 
area in the north, defending the coastal road and railway to 
Kantara; and in the Abu Agheila area farther south, covering the 
central Sinai road to lsmailia. An Egyptian armoured division 
was held in reserve in the Bir Gifgafa area, defending the road 
from Abu Agheila. A small armoured force farther south covered 
the Nakhl and Thamad areas on the routes into Sinai from Eilat 
and the frontier post of Kuntilla. 

It was in the latter sector and in the centre that the Israelis had 
begun their assault in the 1956 campaign. This time they attacked 
first in the north, directing their main thrust against Rafah, the 
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hinge between the Gaza Strip and Egypt proper, and El Arish. 
Their plan was to break through the two main Egyptian defence 
positions there and at Abu Agheila. They would then advance 
rapidly towards the Sinai mountains east of the Canal in order to 
cut off the Egyptian escape routes. Finally they would complete 
the destruction of the Egyptian army in Sinai and occupy Sharm 
esh-Sheikh. 

For this task the Israeli command had allocated three divisional 
groups, of about 45,000 men, highly mobile, and most of the 
Israeli armour. The number of Israeli tanks engaged in Sinai was 
probably about the same as the Egyptian : in some respects they 
were superior in equipment, the 105-mm gun on the British Cen- 
turion tanks, for example, having greater range and penetrating 
power than the guns of the Egyptians’ Soviet-made tanks. The 
Israeli tank crews and commanders certainly proved better-trained 
and more enterprising than the Egyptians. The Israeli army had a 
total mobilized strength of some 260,000. While it^ main weight 
was thrown against Egypt, always considered the most serious 
enemy, the rest of the long frontier with Jordan, Syria and the 
Lebanon was held with comparatively light forces. 

Although they were inferior in overall numbers in the Sinai 
campaign, the Israelis, more mobile and holding the initiative, 
were able by better tactics and concentration to secure local 
superiority in numbers at key points on the battlefield. They had 
the crucial advantage of air supremacy after the first few hours. 
It was a devastating air bombardment which paved the way for 
the most important Israeli breakthrough in the north against the 
powerful Egyptian defences at Rafah. Here the Egyptians put up 
a stubborn and courageous resistance and suffered heavy losses. 
By the end of the first day the Israelis had almost destroyed the 
Egyptian Seventh Division in the Rafah area. They had cut off 
the Gaza Strip and captured the key supply base and road and 
rail junction of El Arish. They had also broken into the first 
defences of Abu Agheila, and begun to encircle it from the rear. 
Farther south another Israeli force had begun to advance across 
the frontier at Kuntilla. 

The loss of its air force had a demoralizing effect on the 
Egyptian High Command. It seemed a repetition of 1956 when 
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the Egyptian air force had been wiped out by British bombers, 
leaving the army in Sinai to face the Israeli offensive without air 
cover. There was a breakdown in communications, confusion of 
authority and conflicting orders. When Nasser went to the High 
Command headquarters he found Amer personally directing the 
battle operations, instead of leaving them to the chief of staff. 
General Mahmoud Fawzi, and the field commander. General 
Mortagi, as had been planned. 10 He had either to dismiss Amer 
that day or let him continue. He agreed with Amer that with- 
drawal was essential but left the details to him. 

At six o’clock on Tuesday morning, Amer issued an order for 
an immediate general withdrawal from the whole of Sinai to the 
west bank of the Canal. In 1956 it was Nasser who had insisted 
on withdrawal against the wishes of the over-optimistic military 
command, on the grounds that the forces must be preserved to 
defend Egypt proper against the main impending attack from the 
British and French. This time Nasser argued that a precipitate 
withdrawal was not necessary. Supported by General Fawzi, he 
believed the withdrawal must be spread over several nights to 
avoid a rout and that a stand could be made at the mountain 
passes in Sinai, at Mitla and Bir Gifgafa. When he heard of 
Amer’s order for a general retreat, he went to the High Command 
and over-ruled it. The Fourth Armoured Division already under 
orders to withdraw was told to return to Sinai, but before General 
Fawzi had completed his new plans for a withdrawal over four 
nights, Amer had countermanded Nasser’s instructions and 
repeated his own orders for a general withdrawal immediately. 
During the initial battles it w'as in any case difficult for the 
Egyptians to disengage and withdraw in good order. The in- 
decision and confusion of the command increased the difficulties. 
Operations continued to be directed from Cairo instead of from 
field headquarters along lines of command 'that existed only on 
paper’. The atmosphere at the Cairo headquarters was Mike a 
terrifying nightmare’, 11 as the High Command was swept by 
alternative waves of pessimism and optimism, now ordering a 
withdrawal across the Canal and then changing its mind. The 
result was a disorganized race for the Sinai mountain passes in 
which the Egyptian army suffered its main catastrophe when two 
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divisions collided chaotically with each other and were destroyed 
by air attack. f 

There was little cause for any optimism on Nasser’s part 
about the prospects of help for the Egyptians from the other Arab 
states or from their other friends and allies. It is true that, in 
contrast with 1956, Egypt was not fighting alone. Jordan and 
Syria had entered the war, and an’ Iraqi division was on its way 
to the Jordan front; Morocco, Algeria, Sudan, Kuwait and Saudi 
Arabia had promised troops; a few Algerian jet fighters and 
advance army units had actually arrived in Egypt. But all these 
forces were weak and incapable of being organized in time to have 
any serious effect on the course of the Israeli blitzkrieg in Sinai. 
Jordan’s army of some 55,000 men and 250 tanks had to defend 
a frontier of 385 miles. It was largely dependent on Egypt for air 
cover, for the Jordan air force had only twenty-four jet fighters. 
When the war began King Hussein decided to honour the military 
alliance he had made with Nasser less than a week before. Jordan 
aircraft made one or two minor raids on Natanya and on an 
Israeli airfield, and Jordanian artillery began a bombardment of 
Israeli Jerusalem. The Israel prime minister, Eshkol, sent a 
message to Hussein through the United Nations truce supervisor. 
General Odd Bull, warning him against entering the war and 
promising that if Jordan did not engage in serious hostilities 
Israel would not attack her. But even if Hussein had wished to 
hold back, it is doubtful if he could have done so. Such was the 
pressure of Arab public feeling that if he had tried to keep out of 
the war, he would have lost control of both his army and his 
throne. Moreover, if Israel were successful in her assault on 
Egypt, Jordan would in any case be left more than ever at 
Israel’s mercy. 

As the Jordan shelling continued and Jordan troops occupied 
the neutral territory of Government House on the outskirts of 
Jerusalem which housed the UNTSO headquarters, the Israelis 
moved into the attack. Having completed their destruction of the 
Egyptian air force, their planes turned at midday of 5 June on 
the Jordanian, Iraqi and Syrian air bases. The entire Jordan air 
force was quickly wiped out and fifty-two Syrian and nine Iraqi 
planes destroyed. The Israeli army then began an improvised 
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offensive against Jordanian positions round Jerusalem and 
farther north round Jenin. The Jordanians fought back stubborn- 
ly, and held on to their main positions until dawn on Tuesday 6 
June when heavy Israeli air attacks shattered their formations and 
began to wipe out their armoured columns and supply convoys. 

Syria’s first contribution to the war was a series of minor air 
raids on the Haifa oil refinery and other targets and the shelling 
of Israeli border settlements in Upper Galilee, followed on 6 
June by three unsuccessful ground attacks in battalion strength 
against three of these settlements. Apart from these small-scale 
forays, the Syrian army, with a force of nine brigades, two of 
them armoured, in the frontier area, sat tight in its Maginot Line- 
type defences on the Golan Heights. 

As in 1956, Nasser had to deal with a complex diplomatic 
situation at the same time as a military crisis. This time, though 
no Great Power was directly engaged in hostilities against him, 
the United States and Russia were not pushing in altogether the 
same direction, except in their common desire not to let the war 
escalate to a point where they might themselves become involved. 
Moscow’s support for Nasser did not go beyond ensuring that 
there was no American military intervention (whatever Nasser 
may have thought about American air intervention the Russians 
did not believe it), together with verbal threats to Israel and 
diplomatic backing for Egypt at the United Nations. 

A statement issued from Moscow demanded that Israel should 
stop immediately and unconditionally all military operations 
against the Arab states and warned that the Soviet Union reserved 
the right ‘to take all steps that may be necessitated by the situa- 
tion’. One step was for the Soviet premier, Kosygin, to contact 
President Johnson over the ‘hot line' about joint action to bring 
about a cease-fire. General de Gaulle was also in contact with the 
Russians over his own ‘hot line*. He suggested a four-Power 
meeting on the Middle East and suspended French arms deliveries 
to both sides in the war, a blow to the Israelis whose aircraft were 
nearly all French. He had warned the Israelis as well as Egypt not 
to fire the first shot. 

Britain favoured urgent action through the United Nations to 
secure a cease-fire. But when this action began in the Security 
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Council on the first morning of the war, the divergences between 
the two super-Powers began to appear. The Soviet Union, sup- 
ported by India and a number of other Afro-Asian states, called 
for a cease-fire linked with a condemnation of Israeli aggression 
and a demand that Israeli forces be withdrawn to their original 
positions. The resolution was ba§ed on the conviction that the 
Israelis had begun the fighting and that a cease-fire without with- 
drawal would leave her in possession of territory gained by ag- 
gression. The United States, backed by Britain, urged a cease-fire 
without conditions. Alternatively, the American delegate, Mr 
Arthur Goldberg, argued that if there were to be a call for with- 
drawal to the status quo ante, then it should be to the position not 
simply before 5 June but before 16 May when Nasser asked the 
United Nations Emergency Force to leave. This would have 
meant Nasser’s accepting the return of UNEF and the lifting of 
the blockade of the Gulf of Aqaba. The United States made it 
plain that it considered that, whether or not IsracUhad fired the 
first shot, the origins of the crisis lay in Nasser's action in 
removing the UNEF and above all in closing the Straits of 
Tiran. It was therefore not prepared to put pressure on Israel to 
move back behind its borders unless Nasser’s actions were also 
reversed. Nasser at first preferred to fight on rather than accept 
these conditions or an unconditional cease-fire. It was possibly an 
unwise decision, in view 7 of the subsequent Israeli gains before 
the cease-fire was agreed upon. It is unlikely, however, that the 
Israelis, who had counted on a three-day campaign to reach their 
main objectives before any effective international intervention, 
would have been deterred from fully exploiting their victory be- 
fore accepting the cease-fire. Thus the first day ended with the battle 
still raging in Sinai and a diplomatic stalemate in New York. 

Over the next twenty-four hours the Arab position deteriorated 
rapidly. During the night of 5/6 June, the Israelis overcame the last 
Egyptian resistance at Rafah and captured the main defences of 
Abu Agheila after a seven-hour battle. The fortified positions at 
Abu Agheila were held by four Egyptian infantry battalions with 
ninety tanks and six regiments of artillery. 12 Against them the 
Israelis concentrated some 10,000 men including an armoured 
brigade, a regiment of tanks, six regiments of artillery and a 
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parachute battalion which was landed by helicopter in the rear 
of the Egyptian positions. 13 The fighting was fierce and there were 
heavy casualties on both sides. 

By early Tuesday morning, 6 June, the Israelis, with the help of 
their air power, had begun to break into the Jordan front, 
capturing Jenin and part of Arab Jerusalem. In the course of the 
day the Israelis completed their occupation of the Gaza Strip, 
pushed on past El Arish down the coast road towards the Suez ' 
Canal and farther south regrouped their forces for the next 
phase - an advance to cut off the two main Egyptian escape routes 
through Bir Gifgafa and the Mitla Pass. 

The Egyptians still had two infantry divisions and two armoured 
divisions intact in Sinai, but the main Egyptian fixed defences had 
been smashed and the Israelis were complete masters of the air. 
Contradictory orders from the headquarters in Cairo and the 
failure of some of the field commanders added to the confusion 
wrought by the Israeli break-through. The relentless harassment 
from the Israeli air force continued through this and the next two 
days. When on Tuesday, 6 June, the Egyptian Fourth Armoured 
Division was ordered to withdraw from Sinai it had not yet taken 
any part in the fighting. After it was ordered to go back at once to 
Sinai, as a result of Nasser's intervention, it went into battle without 
its commander who had gone to Cairo. This division lost three- 
quarters of its equipment but less than half a per cent of its men. 14 

At the subsequent trial of the commander of the Third Infantry 
Division, Major-General Osman Nasser, it was alleged that his 
division, without its commander, took a wrong line of retreat and 
became entangled with the columns of a motorized infantry 
division withdrawing through the Mitla Pass and the two divisions 
became an easy target for air attack. 15 

By the evening of 6 June it was clear that on both the Egyptian 
and Jordanian fronts any further fighting could only mean greater 
losses of men and territory for the Arabs. So at the United 
Nations the Russians abandoned their attempt to attach con- 
ditions to a cease-fire. The Security Council unanimously passed 
a resolution calling 'as a first step' for an immediate cease-fire 
and a cessation of all military activity in the area. But the follow- 
ing day saw the climax of the battles in Sinai and Jordan. The 
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Israelis over-ran the west bank and reached the Jordan river by 
midday on Wednesday. The same afternoon, after an attack 
launched in haste that morning, they captured the Old City of 
Jerusalem before the cease-fire accepted by Jordan came into 
effect. 

In Sinai, there were confused . tank battles as the Egyptians 
counter-attacked to try to clear their lines of retreat. In a delaying 
action on the road to Ismailia they used 100 tanks and lost forty 
of them. They threw in what was left of the Egyptian air force in 
an attempt to check the Israeli advance farther north. 16 But by 
the evening of 7 June an Israeli brigade had seized the Mitla 
Pass and fought off all Egyptian attempts to break through on the 
road to Suez. During the day Sharm esh-Sheikh was captured 
without opposition by Israeli troops landed from patrol boats 
which had come down from Eilat. 

Israel had accepted the Security Council’s call for a cease-fire, 
provided her Arab opponents accepted and cooperated in its im- 
plementation. Egypt made no response, while Syiia and Iraq 
rejected the call. Jordan accepted but Israel staved off agreement 
to implement the cease-fire on the Jordan front until she had 
completed the capture of the Old City of Jerusalem. By that time, 
the Security Council, under Russian urging, had passed a new 
and more strongly worded resolution calling for a cease-fire by 
eight o’clock that evening. But it was not until the following 
evening, Thursday 8 June, that Egypt finally accepted. For the 
first time since the fighting began Nasser broke his silence to 
announce the cease-fire to the National Assembly. In the early 
hours of 9 June, the Israeli advance forces reached the eastern 
bank of the Suez Canal and at 9 a.m. the Egyptian High 
Command announced that its forces had completed their with- 
drawal to the west bank of the Canal. In fact, thousands of 
Egyptian soldiers whose units had broken up or who had been 
captured and turned loose by the Israelis, were still then and for 
days after wandering in the Sinai desert. Hundreds, perhaps 
thousands of them, died of thirst as they tried to walk back to 
Egypt in the fierce summer heat without supplies of water. 

By 9 June, Nasser later admitted, Egypt was no longer capable 
of defending the line of the Suez Canal. ‘The road to Cairo was 
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open and offered no resistance whatsoever due to the paralysis 
which affected our armed forces.’ 17 The only organized force left 
was the Popular Resistance militia, 5,000 men with rifles, who 
took over the defence of Port Said and Port Fuad. 1 8 

According to Nasser, the Egyptian forces in Sinai lost 10,000 
men and 1,500 officers killed between 5-8 June. 5,000 men and 
500 officers were taken prisoner. 19 The Egyptian army lost some 
700 tanks, hundreds of guns and thousands of trucks and other 
vehicles. 

But on 9 June the war was still not over. Having finished with 
Egypt, the Israelis turned on Syria, Nasser’s ally for whom he had 
risked the war in the first place. Throughout 8 and 9 June Israeli 
aircraft bombarded the Syrian positions. The Syrian government 
asked for a cease-fire to begin at 3.20 a.m. on 9 June but the 
Israeli army began its attack at 11.30 that morning. Led by tanks, 
Israeli troops stormed the slopes of the Golan Heights with im- 
mense courage and determination against heavy fire and reached 
the edge of the plateau on w'hich lay Quneitra, the Syrian army 
base. The fighting continued until Saturday morning, 10 June, 
when the Syrians abandoned their positions and withdrew towards 
Damascus. The Israelis advanced through the remaining fortifica- 
tions without resistance and occupied Quneitra, a deserted town, 
without a fight. Shortly afterwards they accepted a cease-fire 
which came into effect at 4.30 that afternoon. The Six-Day War 
was over. 

It was Nasser’s darkest hour. In some ways it was also to prove 
his finest. From the beginning of the war he had made no public 
utterance. The only official Egyptian voice was Cairo radio 
repeating the optimistic communiques of the High Command and 
the fatuous rhetoric of commentators such as Ahmed Said still 
boasting to the Arab world of victory when on the battlefield all 
had already been lost. The Egyptian public had other means of 
learning the truth, from foreign radio stations, but, at least until 
the remnants of the Egyptian army began to find their way home, 
the public was slow to grasp the full extent of the disaster. So 
when Nasser announced the cease-fire after his long silence it 
came as a shock. It aroused anger and criticism of Nasser, be- 
wilderment that the army had given up so soon. This time, despite 
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the accusations of American and British air support for the 
Israelis, there was not the excuse of 1956 that Egypt faced the 
attack of two Great Powers as well as of Israel. For Nasser the 
defeat was far worse than in 1956. Almost the entire air force and 
eighty per cent of the army had been lost. There was little left 
of the army except the troops still in the Yemen. The hopes he 
had placed in the Egyptian army, the creation of the officers who 
had been the mainstay of his regime, headed by the man who had 
been his closest friend and associate, Abdul Hakim Amer, were 
completely dashed. Israeli troops not only occupied the whole of 
the Sinai peninsula but also held the east bank of the Suez Canal 
which Egypt had run such risks to regain control of and made 
such efforts to develop. Egypt's allies had also collapsed. Nasser’s 
work of fifteen years, the liberation of Egypt from foreign troops, 
the establishment of Egyptian control of the Suez Canal, the 
rebuilding of national self-confidence among the Egyptians and 
the Arabs, all seemed to have been brought to »uin in three 
disastrous days. In the prospects of a humiliating capitulation 
what he feared most was not the material loss but the breaking of 
the morale of the Arab national movement, the enforced sub- 
mission of a people who had dared to raise their heads in pride 
and independence and to seek a better life. He had risked war 
above all because he believed that sooner or later the Arabs and 
particularly Egypt must turn and face the power of Israel or live 
for ever at the mercy of Israel’s political will and her supposed 
international backers. He had run the risk and failed. Nor was 
there the hope as in 1956 of snatching diplomatic victory from 
military defeat. He believed that the United States and Britain 
were actively helping the enemy while Russia did nothing to stop 
them or materially to help Egypt. World opinion was no longer 
overwhelmingly on Egypt’s side as it was in 1956. 

The pre-war picture of Israel as a beleaguered fortress, 
threatened by a ring of hostile Arab armies bent not only on her 
defeat but the actual annihilation of her people, had earned the 
Israelis wide international sympathy, especially in Europe and 
the United States. In other countries too, in Asia and Africa and 
Latin America, there was this time greater sympathy for the 
Israelis who appeared to have hit back only after having been un- 
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reasonably provoked. Even within the C ommunis t countries of 
Eastern Europe there was public dissent from the pro-Arab 
policies of the governments. Moreover, by the discrepancies be- 
tween their threats and their performance, the Arabs had invited 
the world’s derision. This had been skil full y encourage 1 by 
Israeli psychological warfare and propaganda which stressed the 
cowardice rather than the lack of skills of the Arabs and took 
every opportunity of showing the Arab and especially the 
Egyptian armies in a humiliating light - for example, by photo- 
graphing Egyptian prisoners stripped to their underwear or in 
other unheroic situations. (One of the Israeli aims was to destroy 
the image of Egypt as a leader and ally among the Arabs.) But 
these factors alone do not account for the extraordinary flood of 
public scorn and hatred released in Western countries by Egypt’s 
defeat. On both right and left of the political spectrum in the 
West there were for a time signs of a kind of racist anti-Arabism 
akin to anti-Semitism : Arabs were mocked as the Jews once were 
for their lack of soldierly qualities and pictured physically by the 
cartoonists of popular newspapers in ways reminiscent of Nazi 
caricatures of the Jews. On the more extreme right, in Britain 
and France especially, to see the Arabs being taught a lesson by 
an embattled ‘white’ settler state, a bastion of European civiliza- 
tion among the barbarians, seemed to be a sweet revenge for the 
past humiliations of having to ‘scuttle’ from the imperial out- 
posts of the Middle East and from Algeria. 

Faced with this situation, it is not surprising that, as the bad 
news came pouring in to Nasser at his home at Manshiet el Bakri, 
he came near to a nervous and physical collapse. Some of his 
colleagues, including Vice-President Zacharia Mohieddin, are 
said to have urged him to seek an understanding with the United 
Slates as the only way of salvaging something from the wreck- 
age. 20 He had enough strength and pride left to choose an even 
more painful course. He decided to accept full public responsibi- 
lity for the defeat and to announce his resignation, appointing 
Zacharia Mohieddin as his successor. He was influenced to take 
this course partly by another tragic event. On 8 June he heard that 
Amer was intending to commit suicide. He went to see Amer and 
tried to ease his mind. He told Amer that he intended to resign. 
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and that Amer should also resign his military command. Amer 
was the only person he told of his decision before he announced 
it. He did not even tell Mohieddin. 21 

On the evening of 9 June, Nasser spoke to the nation over radio 
and television. On the screen he appeared a broken man. His 
features were drawn and haggard,, his voice half choking and hesi- 
tant as he read the text of his Speech. He dealt first with the 
origins of the war which he blamed on ‘ the enemy plan to invade 
Syria*. It had been Egypt’s duty not to accept this in silence, for 
‘Who starts with Syria will finish with Egypt*. Both President 
Johnson and the Soviet government had strongly requested that 
Egypt should not open fire first. But the enemy had struck with a 
stronger blow than had been expected, showing that ‘there were 
other forces behind him which came to settle their account with 
the Arab Nationalist movement*. Nasser repeated his allegations 
of British and American air support for Israel. 

Nasser declared that he was ‘ready to assqjne the entire 
responsibility’ for the ‘setback*. He announced that he had 
decided to give up all his official posts and every political role and 
become an ordinary citizen. He had asked Zacharia Mohieddin 
to take over the post of President of the Republic. ‘The forces of 
imperialism,’ he said, ‘imagine that Abdul Nasser is their enemy. 

I want it to be clear to them that it is the entire Arab nation and 
not Gamal Abdul Nasser.’ 

Nasser gave a valedictory summing-up of the achievements of 
the Egyptian revolution which, he said, 

I am not thereby liquidating. ... It has brought about the evacuation 
of British imperialism and the independence of Egypt. It has defined 
Egypt’s Arab character, fought the policy of spheres of influence in the 
Arab world, led the socialist revolution and brought about a profound 
change in the Arab way of life. It has affirmed the people’s control of 
their resources and the product of their national action. It recovered 
the Suez Canal and laid down the bases of industrial build-up in 
Egypt, built the High Dam to turn the arid desert green. It has ex- 
tended generating power networks all over the northern Nile valley and 
extracted petroleum resources after a long wait. 

More important than all this, it has given a place to the workers in 
the leadership of political action. 22 
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Nasser ended with a word of praise for the courage of the 
Egyptian forces and a rallying call to the nation, ‘This is the hour 
of action and not the hour of sadness*. 

Even before he had finished speaking, there had begun another 
of those dramatic reversals of fortune that marked his career. As 
soon as they heard him announce his resignation, people in Cairo 
began to pour out into the streets and to appear at the windows 
of their houses and flats shouting for Nasser to stay. The scene 
has been vividly described by Eric Rouleau who was then in 
Cairo as the correspondent of Le Monde. In the twilight and the 
semi-blacked-out streets, hundreds of thousands, some of the 
men still in pyjamas and the women in nightgowns, came out of 
their houses weeping and shouting, ‘Nasser, Nasser, don’t leave 
us, we need you*. The noise was like a rising storm. A whole 
people seemed to be in mourning. Tens of thousands gathered 
round the National Assembly shouting ‘Nasser, Nasser* and 
threatening to kill any deputies who did not vote for Nasser. Half 
a million people massed along the five miles from Nasser’s home 
at Manshiet el Bakri to the centre of Cairo to watch over Nasser 
during the night and make sure he would go to the National 
Assembly the next day to withdraw his resignation. Millions more 
began to pour into Cairo from all over Egypt to make sure that 
Nasser stayed. 23 

Many people outside Egypt, especially in the West, found this 
support for Nasser strange, and explicable only in terms of a 
stage-managed performance. Nasser had led the Egyptians to a 
national military disaster, yet they were not demanding his head 
but clamouring for him to stay. Moreover, if they had wanted to 
get rid of a dictator here was their chance - he was himself 
offering to go, but they would not let him. How could this be? 

This puzzlement reflected partly the continuing failure of 
Westerners to understand the nature of Nasser’s relationship with 
the Egyptian people, the decisive element of consent mixed with 
the authoritarianism of his regime and the significance of what he 
had achieved inside Egypt itself, compared with his international 
activities which had chiefly attracted foreign attention. Egyptians 
did not judge Nasser simply by his success or failure as a military 
leader, however great his failure then was - and perhaps also the 
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public was even then not yet fully aware of the extent of the 
defeat. He was rather the man who had overthrown the king, 
ended the British occupation, given Egypt full control of the Suez 
Canal, begun to build the High Dam, carried through the land 
reform and tried to control rents, built more factories and 
schools, brought clean water ^nd electricity to many more 
villages, begun social insurance for workers and, within limits, 
given many more Egyptians a say in the running of their own 
affairs. This did not mean that he and his regime were immune 
from criticism or even opposition. Egyptians are in any case 
traditionally given to scathing satirical humour - in private when 
not possible in public - about their rulers. But like other peoples, 
in time of great crisis they tend to close the national ranks. 

To the less sophisticated majority, used to centuries of authori- 
tarian or paternalistic rule, Nasser had become established as ‘ the 
father of the nation ’. 24 Now, at a moment of calamity, the father- 
figure was about to leave them to their fate. But this emotional 
reaction was strengthened because people, including the more 
educated and politically conscious, saw Nasser as the symbol of 
resistance. The Egyptian army had been defeated but not the 
nation as a whole. The enemy was occupying a large extent of 
Egyptian territory, but the main part of the country was still in- 
tact and needed somehow to be defended. It was the situation of 
Russia and Stalin when the Germans reached the gates of Moscow, 
of Britain and Churchill after Dunkirk, though Egypt’s military 
position was for the moment even more helpless. Egypt and the 
Arabs had lost a campaign but were not yet ready to surrender. 

This was also the reaction all over the Arab world. For Nasser 
had become the symbol not only of Egyptian resistance but of 
Arab nationalism. His fall would seem the final proof of Arab 
defeat and humiliation, the ultimate satisfaction for those who 
wanted to break the spirit of the Arab national revival. Even 
those who had opposed Nasser’s policies were swept along on a 
wave of deep, spontaneous emotion in urging him not to resign. 
Perhaps there was also a conviction in this movement that, 
despite his mistakes and failings, Nasser was the only Arab leader 
of sufficient stature to deal with the terrible situation in which 
Egypt and the Arab states now found themselves. 
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Did Nasser foresee and calculate this public reaction when he 
decided to resign? The evidence suggests he did not, that his 
intention was sincere. If he had hoped for this reaction, he did 
nothing to prepare or organize it. The demonstrations in his 
favour were not carefully planned like those in 1954 when he 
overthrew Neguib. They were spontaneous and uncontrolled, 
though once they had started the left seems to have tried to 
canalize them with slogans against the Americans and against 
Zacharia Mohieddin, popularly identified with a pro-American 
policy. 

During the night, as the world’s press prepared his political 
obituary, Nasser hesitated. By the next day he had made up his 
mind. He announced to the National Assembly that he had 
decided to withdraw his resignation, but he would offer it again 
when the consequences of the war, ‘the traces of aggression*, had 
been overcome. 

His decision was received with an outburst of public joy. 



Chapter 19 
The Aftermath: 

The Struggle to Recover, 1967-70 

For the first few weeks after the defeat Nasser remained in a state 
of shock and depression. He was, he said later, like ‘a man walk- 
ing in a desert surrounded by moving sands not knowing whether, 
if he moved, he would be swallowed up by the sands or would 
find the right path'. 1 

The prospect he faced was daunting. The Six-Day War seemed 
at the time to have changed profoundly both the political map 
and the entire power structure of the Middle East. It left Israel 
more than ever the dominant military power in the area. Her 
troops were on the Suez Canal, the Red Sea and the River 
Jordan and held a line on the Syrian plateau only thirty miles 
from Damascus. Her air force ruled the skies unchallenged. She 
controlled the whole of former Palestine, including a million 
Palestinian Arabs on the west bank and the Gaza Strip, and the 
whole of Jerusalem. She occupied the entire Sinai Peninsula 
except for a tiny Egyptian bridge-head at the northern end of 
the Suez Canal, and a thousand square miles of Syrian territory 
on the Golan Heights. 

The war and its aftermath eventually displaced over a million 
more people from their homes in the Arab lands: 350,000 people 
fled from the west bank to what remained of Jordan, 150,000 
of them refugees for the second time and the rest non-refugee 
residents of the west bank. Another 1 16,000 people were refugees 
in Syria from the villages and farms of the Golan Heights; in 
Egypt some 700,000 people were to be evacuated from the shell- 
shattered towns of the Suez Canal zone. 

The Suez Canal itself was closed and blocked with sunken 
ships. The Egyptian oilfields in Sinai were in Israeli hands. The 
worst hit materially of the Arab countries was Jordan. She had 
lost her most productive agricultural area, her chief tourist centres 
and half of her most active working population, acquiring in- 
stead a new burden of hundreds of thousands of refugees. 

In some ways more important at first than the material losses 
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was the effect of the war on Arab morale. In Egypt the defeat 
threw into doubt many of the basic assumptions of Nasser’s 
revolution. It shattered public confidence in the Egyptian army 
as a fighting force and as the political mainstay of the regime. 
Civilian critics, especially on the left wing, linked the poor 
performance of the army officers in battle with the emergence 
of a socially privileged ‘army class’ which was too closely tied 
to the bourgeoisie and out of touch with the people. The defeat 
called into question the personal leadership and judgement of 
Nasser himself and the regime’s method of making important 
decisions. It raised doubts about ‘Arab Socialism’ and the extent 
to which the revolution had been able to bring about social and 
technological change and to modernize Egyptian society. For the 
left wing it was evidence that the socialist revolution had politic- 
ally not gone far or fast enough. It led to renewed criticism of 
Nasser’s Arab policy from the advocates of ‘Egypt first' and to 
scepticism about the value of Russia as a friend and ally. What 
had become of the ‘Arab nation’ to have allowed itself to be 
defeated in less than six days by a nation of two million people? 
Politically, the Arab world was confused and divided. Nasser’s 
chief Arab allies, Syria and Iraq, had scarcely fought and one of 
his former enemies, Jordan, had made the best military showing. 
King Feisal of Saudi Arabia had emerged unscathed, except in 
reputation. Egypt’s relations with the United States were in 
ruins and her policy of non-alignment in danger. 

Nasser was determined to recover Egypt’s lost territory by 
political or military means, but his first concern was to restore 
the confidence of the Egyptians and Arabs in their ability to learn 
to hold their own in the modern technological world. He regarded 
this self-confidence as not only the key to military recovery but 
also as the main purpose of the Egyptian and Arab revolution 
which he had inspired. He faced four main tasks: to rebuild 
Egypt’s military strength; to seek a diplomatic settlement of the 
war; to try to unify the Arab front in support of Egypt; and 
meanwhile to hold the home front together both politically and 
economically. 

In rebuilding the Egyptian armed forces Nasser’s aims were 
to remedy Egypt’s total defencelessness, to give her greater 
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bargaining power and to enable her eventually to force the Israelis 
to withdraw from the occupied territories, if they could not be 
dislodged by diplomacy. Nasser divided this military reconstruc- 
tion into three phases: of defence, deterrence (the ability to hit 
back on a limited scale) and liberation. His diplomacy had a 
double purpose of genuinely keeking a peaceful settlement and 
also of gaining time, since in early negotiations Egypt would 
have been bargaining from a position of ‘unnatural* weakness. 
But Nasser shared the scepticism of those Arabs who believed 
Israel really wanted more territory rather than peace. He was 
convinced that only Egyptian military strength - whether 
actually applied or simply recognized by the Israeli leaders - 
would bring Israel to reduce her terms and withdraw completely. 

Nasser’s first steps on the road to recovery were to consolidate 
his own authority in Egypt and to begin reorganizing the armed 
forces. The public demonstrations of support when he announced 
and then withdrew his resignation gave him th£ first impetus to 
shoulder the huge new burden that awaited him. Further en- 
couragement came from the Soviet leaders who wrote him a letter 
on 10 June urging Egypt to stand fast and promising to help 
rebuild the armed forces and offering support in all fields. 2 
Conscious of Arab criticism that they had not done enough to 
help the Arabs during the war, the Russians were eager to demon- 
strate the value of their friendship by anything short of military 
action or a complete break with the United States. Within a few 
days of the cease-fire they sent President Podgomy to Cairo 
to discuss military and economic aid and the diplomatic outlook. 
Soviet arms supplies were rushed to Egypt and Soviet warships 
put in an ostentatious appearance at Port Said and Alexandria. 
When the Middle East situation was debated by a special session 
of the United Nations General Assembly in the latter half of 
June the Soviet prime minister, Kosygin, went to New York to 
head the Soviet delegation and to meet President Johnson at an 
improvised summit conference at Glassboro. 

Nasser began the overhaul of what was left of the army and 
air force by sacking Marshal Amer and fifty top commanders. 
He appointed General Fawzi commander-in-chief and himself 
took personal charge of military affairs. 
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These first steps forced Nasser within two days of the defeat 
to face a new threat to his position. On 11 June some of Amer’s 
supporters among the army officers demanded that Nasser 
should re-instate Amer in his command of the armed forces. They 
backed up their demands with a show of force. Six armoured cars 
headed for Nasser’s house. The presidential guards had all been 
sent to the Canal front. Nasser had not yet established his 
personal control over the army, which was still in the hands of 
Amer. He slept at night with a pistol under his pillow. In this 
vulnerable position Nasser played for time but gave nothing 
away. He promised to set up a committee to deal with the 
grievances of the malcontents, but he insisted that while he would 
welcome Amer’s continuation as Vice-President he could not 
accept him as a military commander. On 21 June, he reorganized 
the government with himself as premier and Zacharia Mohieddin 
and Hussein esh-Shafei as deputy premiers as well as Vice- 
Presidents. 

The 11 June incident never came to a real test of force but it 
was the beginning of a conflict between Nasser and the Amer 
group which was to come to a head two and a half months later 
with Amer’s arrest and suicide. The dispute was partly over 
responsibility fer the defeat and partly over the political role of 
the army. Amer and his supporters blamed Nasser for having 
refused to strike first and so allowed the Israelis the advantage 
of doing so. Nasser put the responsibility for defeat on confusion 
in the army command and its failure to heed his warnings to 
prepare for an Israeli attack. He defended himself in his speech 
on 23 July 1967 at Cairo University, his first public speech since 
his resignation and resumption of power. He pointed out that if 
Egypt had attacked first she would have had to face American 
intervention in support of Israel as well as condemnation from 
Russia, France and the world community. Nasser then rejected 
‘an imposed peace [which] means surrender’. He called on the 
Egyptians not to despair or to abandon their principles. They 
were not, he said, the first people to lose a battle and he quoted 
the example of British determination after Dunkirk. He refused 
to. retreat from his commitment to the Palestinian Arabs. 
‘Despite the setback and despite everything, the only road for 
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us to take is that of safeguarding the rights of the Palestinian 
people and we will never abandon these rights. This is the essence 
of the matter.' 

Nasser acknowledged criticisms of the weakness of Egypt’s 
political organization. He came down on the side of the civilians 
against the army and in favour qf speeding up the social revolution 
rather than slowing it down. He admitted indirectly the growth 
of corruption in the ‘army class’ and the bureaucracy and 
promised that ‘unjustly acquired’ privileges would be ended. It 
was necessary to consolidate the social revolution in Egypt 
because the aim of the ‘imperialist-Zionist aggression’ was not 
only the occupation of territory but the ‘liquidation of the Arab 
revolution in general’. Egypt and the Arabs, Nasser implied, 
were facing a challenge which they could refuse only at the cost 
of slipping back into the despair from which they had tried to 
escape. 3 

Nasser’s tone was sombre, restrained but reSolute. Within a 
few weeks his resolution was to be tested by another deeply 
wounding personal blow. On 4 September it was announced in 
Cairo that Marshal Amer had been placed under house arrest, 
together with the former Minister of War, Shams cd-din 
Badran, and other army and security leaders. They were accused 
of plotting a limited coup to force Nasser to reinstate Amer in 
command of the armed forces and to call off the investigations 
of army officers aimed at establishing the army’s responsibility 
for the defeat. 4 

Altogether 149 people were held for questioning. In addition 
to Amer and Shams ed-din Badran they included the former 
Minister of the Interior, Abbas Radwan; the former chief of 
intelligence, General Salah Nasser; a former army divisional 
commander. General Osman Nasser; and the former com- 
mander of the shock troops school, Lieutenant-Colonel Galal 
Haridi. These four and Badran, together with lesser figures, were 
put on trial in January 1968 before a special court under Vice- 
President Hussein esh-Shafei. The trial lasted three months. 
The five chief accused were all sentenced to hard labour for life. 
Two other officers got fifteen years’ hard labour. Thirty others 
received prison sentences and fourteen were acquitted. 
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Amer did not live to face the humiliation of trial and probable 
imprisonment. On 15 September it was announced that he had 
committed suicide by taking poison. According to the official 
story, he had first taken a large dose of poison on 13 September 
when he was about to be interrogated at his home in Cairo by 
officials investigating the alleged plot. He was recovering from 
this dose in a rest home under medical surveillance when he 
managed to swallow a second dose of aconite which he had hid- 
den on his body under a piece of sticking plaster. He was rushed 
to the hospital but died three hours later. 5 Inevitably there were 
rumours that Amer’s death was not suicide but judicial murder. 
It is conceivable that Amer may have been offered the option 
of suicide; but there is no evidence to support the suggestion 
that he was deliberately finished off in the rest house or hos- 
pital. 6 

Inevitably, too, after Amer’s death there were ‘revelations’ 
about his private life and his past professional failings. In his 
dealings with the army, it was said, he had been easy-going, weak 
and inefficient. He had allowed corruption to develop in his 
entourage in the handling of promotions and appointments. His 
slackness and incompetence had sharply increased during the 
year or so before the war, then his essentially Bohemian nature 
had come to the surface. He had fallen in love with a film 
starlet, taken her as his second wife and begun to live a gayer 
and more expensive social life. Nasser had been told how things 
were going but had refused to believe the reports. 

Nasser’s personal relationship with Amer had been closer 
than with any of his other lieutenants, despite their differences 
over policy. Amer’s ease and warmth seemed to supply a deep 
need in Nasser whose intense and serious nature was apt to make 
him awkward and reticent in personal contacts. Their families 
were linked by marriage as well as a friendship lasting thirty 
years. Nasser’s younger brother, Hussein, an air force pilot, 
was married to one of Amer’s daughters. However sad for Nasser 
personally, Amer’s death and the arrest of his confederates 
removed the most serious immediate threat to Nasser’s authority. 
It also left him free to direct the reorganization of the armed 
forces as he wished. With the l\elp of a large number of Soviet 
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advisers and technicians,* the army and air force were being 
intensively re-trained and re-equipped. The first step was to 
strengthen the defensive line along the Suez Canal. The man- 
power available was increased by bringing back troops from the 
Yemen, calling up additional men in Egypt and expanding and 
training the popular militia or pome Guard. While the air force 
was still being rebuilt, the fire-power of the Suez Canal line was 
expanded by large reinforcements of artillery. In the summer 
of 1967 the Israelis still held the whip hand along the Canal. 
They were able to prevent any movement by Egyptian boats on 
the Canal or any attempts to clear the waterway. They heavily 
shelled the Canal towns of Ismailia and Suez, killing and wound- 
ing hundreds of civilians and causing considerable damage. They 
also shelled and set on fire the Suez oil refinery in reprisal for the 
sinking of the Israeli destroyer, Eilat , by Egyptian rocket-fire off 
Port Said. Nasser ordered the evacuation of civilians from the 
Canal Zone towns to safe areas. Ismailia and Sueft became almost 
ghost towns. Egypt was then not yet in a position to hit back. 
By the spring of 1968 Egypt had strengthened her defences along 
the Canal to the point where Nasser claimed that her armed forces 
were now ‘capable of checking aggression'. 7 

During September and October 1968 Egyptian artillery began 
to be more active along the Canal and the Egyptian army sent 
small commando groups across to raid Israeli positions on the 
east bank. In retaliation, the Israelis carried out an airborne 
commando raid on 5 November on an electric power station and 
a Nile bridge and dam in the Nag Hamadi district of Upper 
Egypt. But the most marked Arab military activity of the year 
was the expansion of guerrilla operations by the Palestinian 
resistance organizations, chiefly the Fatah. After a slow start, the 
Palestinian commandos had made their political mark and caught 

* Estimates of the numbers varied at first from 1,000 officers - the figure 
given by Nasser himself in his interview with Look magazine of 4 March 
1968 - to 3,000 advisers, the figure given in Strategic Survey, 1968 of the 
Institute for Strategic Studies (London, 1969). By March 1970 American 
official sources believed the number had increased to 6,000, including 2,500 
Soviet personnel brought in to operate sa m 3 advanced anti-aircraft missile 
sites round Cairo, Alexandria and the Aswan High Dam. There was a 
further increase during the summer of 1970. 
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the Arab imagination in the battle of Karameh on 21 March 
1968. In this encounter a large Israeli armoured force which 
crossed the river Jordan and attacked the refugee township of 
Karameh, a commando base in the Jordan valley, suifered 
substantial losses at the hands of the commandos and the Jordan 
regular army. (The Israelis claimed to have killed 150 guerrillas 
and captured others but admitted nearly 100 casualties of their 
own, including twenty-one killed.) From that time onwards, the 
Palestinian guerrilla organizations, committed to an all-out 
revolutionary guerrilla war to regain the whole of Palestine and 
replace Israel with a mixed Arab-Jewish Palestinian state, be- 
came a political factor with which all the Arab governments, 
including Nasser, had seriously to reckon. In the spring of 1968 
both Nasser and King Hussein, without abandoning their com- 
mitment to a diplomatic settlement with Israel, announced their 
support for the military operations of the guerrillas, if not for 
their political aims. 

It was not until the spring of 1 969, that Nasser felt the Egyptian 
forces to be strong enough to pass from the first phase of passive 
defence to the second phase of active deterrence. The change was 
signalled by intensive artillery bombardments of Israeli positions 
along the Canal in an attempt to prevent the Israelis completing 
the fortifications of the so-called ‘Bar-Lev line’ (named after the 
Israeli chief of staff). Nasser's claim, based on a report by General 
Fawzi, that sixty per cent of the fortifications had been destroyed 
was derided by Israel. 

The Egyptians also increased the scale and frequency of their 
commando raids and infantry patrols across the Canal. At the 
same time the Egyptian air force began for the first time to 
penetrate Israeli aii space and attack positions in Sinai. The 
Israelis replied in the summer of 1969 with heavy air bombard- 
ments of the Egyptian positions along the Canal and inflicted 
substantial losses in air battles with Egyptian planes. The Israeli 
military leaders later claimed that this air offensive had destroyed 
Egypt’s air defence system, radar and missile sites and forced 
Nasser to give up hope of an early Egyptian attack across the 
Canal. In September 1969 the Israelis carried out a spectacular 
amphibious raid with tanks on an anti-aircraft missile site On 
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the Egyptian side of the Gulf of Suez. Three months later they 
seized and carried away by helicopter an Egyptian radar in- 
stallation of a new Soviet type. 

Nasser had already declared in a speech on May Day 1969 that, 
unless the Israelis withdrew, Egypt would not allow them to 
consolidate their positions ortr. the cease-fire line, even if this 
exposed Egypt to retaliation. 8 Six weeks later Nasser let it be 
known that he intended to wage a ‘war of attrition’. 9 While 
avoiding being provoked into large-scale actions before his 
forces were prepared, he hoped to make it too costly for the 
Israelis simply to sit tight on the cease-fire line, since if they were 
allowed to do so the line would become a political border. He told 
the National Congress of the Arab Socialist Union on 23 July 
1969 that Egypt was now beginning the third phase of ‘liberation’ 
of which the final stage must be the crossing of the Canal from 
the west to the east bank. It was impossible for the lightning war 
of 1967 to be repeated. Egypt must use her man-power superiority 
in preparing for a long battle to exhaust the enemy. 10 

Nasser’s choice of a ‘war of attrition’ was virtually forced on 
him by the dilemma in which he found himself. Egypt was too 
weak to wage all-out war and he could not make peace on the 
terms Israel wanted, but neither could he remain completely pas- 
sive in the face of criticism at home and of Israeli consolidation in 
the occupied territory. The timing of Nasser’s declaration of the 
war of attrition was, however, the result both of the stage reached 
in Egypt’s military recovery and of the lack of progress towards a 
political settlement of the war during the preceding two years. 

Nasser called for a new Arab summit meeting to coordinate 
Arab action and mobilize Arab resources for the new phase. 
The appeal was at first unsuccessful and he repeated it in a 
speech on 6 November 1969 to the Egyptian National Assembly. 
He then proclaimed more categorically than ever before that, in 
view of the continued failure to produce a political settlement, 
Egypt must be prepared for war and for ‘seas of blood and 

horizons of fire’. This time the othei Aiab states aigSRfl ta 

another summit which met in Rabat (without the presidents of 
Syria, Iraq or Tunisia) on 21 December but failed to reach 
agreement on a plan for joint contributions of troops, weapons 
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and money prepared by the Egyptian Minister of War, General 
Fawzi. On his way back to Cairo, Nasser held a meeting in 
Tripoli with the chairman of the new Libyan Revolutionary Coun- 
cil, Colonel Muammar al Qadhafy, and the Sudanese prime 
minister. General Jaafar el Numeiry. They agreed on a closer 
coordination of the military, political and economic policies of 
the three countries. 

During the first half of 1969 Nasser had made renewed efforts 
to create a more effective ‘eastern front’ against Israel by en- 
couraging Iraq, Syria and Jordan to strengthen their forces and 
cooperate more closely. Political differences between the three 
countries had hindered this collaboration. The Baathist regimes in 
Syria and Traq - representing different party factions - were 
suspicious of each other and both were enemies of King Hussein. 
Nevertheless, there were some 15,000 Iraqi troops in Jordan 
and they were reported to have been joined in northern Jordan 
in the summer of 1969 by a Syrian armoured brigade. Along the 
Jordan valley front the Jordan army had dug itself in and with- 
stood constant Israeli air attacks in retaliation for raids and 
rocket bombardment carried out from Jordan by the Palestinian 
guerrillas. The latter had been encouraged by Nasser to unite 
and coordinate their operations. AI Fatah and several other 
smaller groups combined and took over control of the Palestine 
Liberation Organization under a committee headed by the Fatah 
leader, Yasir Arafat. But the guerrilla groups were also loosely 
coordinated in a Palestine Armed Struggle Command. The Fatah 
was the dominant group in both the military and political fields, 
but had only limited control over the other groups, especially 
the PFLP (Popular Front for the Liberation of Palestine), led by 
George Habash. 

By the spring of 1 970, the guerrillas were several thousandstremg 
(estimates varied from 8-15,000; Arafat said in an interview in 
Al Ahram on April 3 that there were 32,000 guerrillas in Jordan 
but they had only 6,000 guns). They had greatly multiplied the 
number of their attacks on Israeli targets. They had established 
operational bases in southern Lebanon as well as in the Jordan 
Valley and were becoming the strongest political force in Jordan. 
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But they were also suffering heavy losses and were finding it 
increasingly difficult to penetrate the Israeli border defences. To 
avoid Israeli reprisals against the Palestinian Arab population 
on the west bank, they concentrated on targets in Israel proper, 
rather than in occupied territory, except in the Gaza Strip where 
separate guerrilla groups maintained a determined resistance 
despite draconian Israeli counter-measures against the civil 
population. Guerrilla operations contributed to the mounting 
toll of Israeli forces taken by the war of attrition. But the 
guerrillas and the Syrian, Iraqi and Jordan armies together were 
still a very long way from providing an effective threat w'hich 
might draw off some of the weight of Israeli forces from the 
Egyptian front in the event of full-scale war. 

The strategy of the war of attrition was, however, beginning 
to make itself felt in an increasing casualty rate among the Israeli 
forces from continuous minor engagements. In the Six-Day 
War Israel lost 803 dead, of whom 777 were military. According 
to Israeli official figures, from the end of the Six-Day War up to 
31 January 1970, Israel lost 526 dead, of whom 435 were soldiers. 
Of the 2,026 wounded over the same period, 1,469 were military. 
About half of the military casualties were from clashes with 
guerrillas and half from action against Arab regular forces, 
most of the latter incurred on the Egyptian front. Egyptian losses 
were also heavy. The Israelis claimed at least a thousand Egyptian 
dead along the Canal front and the shooting down of fifty-eight 
Egyptian planes for the loss of eight Israeli aircraft. There were 
also hundreds of Egyptian civilian casualties from Israeli shelling 
and bombing of the Canal Zone towns and of targets farther 
inland. The Israelis also claimed to have killed or captured some 
2,000 A1 Fatah and other Palestinian guerrillas and terrorists 
operating in or trying to enter the occupied areas. 

At the special session of the United Nations General Assembly 
in June and July 1967 just after the war, the Arab states were 
still too shocked, divided and disorganized to develop a coherent, 
unified diplomatic position. They had already split into two main 
groups. The first group, led by Egypt and Jordan, believed that 
every diplomatic effort must be made to achieve a political 
solution; they were prepared to pay a certain political price to 
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secure an Israeli withdrawal. They believed that, even if diplo- 
macy failed in the end, it would gain them time to recover their 
strength. In any case, the Arabs must present a more conciliatory 
face to the world to regain the international sympathy that their 
talk of ‘liquidating Israel’ had lost them. The other group, 
chiefly Syria and Algeria, rejected any political compromise as 
useless. They called for a continuation of the struggle against 
Israel by revolutionary guerrilla warfare. In practice, Syria 
remained militarily the most passive of the Arab states, prevent- 
ing even any guerrilla operations from her territory. Algeria’s 
contribution was limited to a small military force on the Egyptian 
front. 

Nasser had agreed to the calling of the special UN Assembly 
largely to satisfy the Russians. The Soviet government wanted 
to use the Assembly to give a loud public demonstration of 
diplomatic support for the Arabs so as to offset criticism among 
some sections of the Arab public of the lack of Soviet military 
help during the war. They also hoped to reach some understand- 
ing with the United Stales which would limit the liabilities of 
both super-Powers in any future conflict in the Middle East, and 
also help to recover as much as possible for the Arab states from 
the wreckage. Such was the purpose of the Soviet premier, 
Kosygin, at his meeting with Piesident Johnson at Glassboro on 
23 June 1967. 

Although the defeat made Egypt more dependent on Russia 
for protection, and for military and economic aid, and although 
it had roused Arab opinion against the United States more than 
against the Soviet Union, the Russians had reasons for wanting a 
settlement. They did not want a repetition of the kind of run- 
away crisis beyond their control that had led up to the June war. 
It was too dangerous. To some extent continued tension between 
the Arab states and Israel had been to their advantage, but 
Nasser’s Egypt was even more important to them as a political 
influence in Afro-Asia, as an example of the economic and social 
benefits of association between developing countries and the 
Soviet Union. For this Egypt needed to be a flourishing concern. 
Moreover, the Russians wanted the Suez Canal reopened, for 
both economic and strategic reasons. They had begun to develop 
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a substantial naval presence in the Mediterranean and looked 
forward to extending it to the Red Sea, the Persian Gulf and the 
Indian Ocean. 

Nasser had placed a serious handicap on Arab diplomacy by 
the violence of his rupture with the United States. His hasty 
accusations of direct American military help to Israel had 
angered President Johnson who might otherwise have had good 
reason to feel aggrieved with the Israeli government for having 
ignored his appeal not to start the fighting. The American ad- 
ministration was now in a mood to write off Egypt, Syria and 
Iraq as already lost to the Russians and Jordan as being of no 
great importance. It saw American interest in the Middle East 
as concentrated in Iran, Turkey and Israel and to a lesser extent 
in Saudi Arabia, Libya and the Lebanon. The Arab-Israeli 
conflict was, however, a perennial and dangerous nuisance that 
must be stopped once and for all. Here there was some common 
ground with Russia. A final peace, buttressed b$ an agreement 
with Russia to limit arms supplies to the area, was the aim of 
American policy. But the Arabs, especially Nasser, would have to 
pay something for their defeat and to show them that reliance on 
Russia was a losing game. 

From this first diplomatic battle at the United Nations on- 
wards, Nasser’s aim was to secure the withdrawal of Israeli 
forces from Arab territory for the minimum price in political 
concessions, avoiding commitments such as full recognition of 
Israel or an abandonment of the claims of the Palestine Arab 
refugees. The Egyptian delegates insisted that the withdrawal of 
the Israelis ‘to eradicate the traces of the aggression’ should 
precede any direct political negotiations. 

Israel’s primary purpose was to obtain a permanent peace 
settlement, full recognition from the Arabs and more secure 
borders. Her secondary aim was to retain as much of the occupied 
territories, particularly of former Palestine, and above all Jeru- 
salem, as she could politically digest without diluting the Jewish 
character of the state. She insisted on direct negotiations and a 
formal peace treaty with the Arab states. She declined to reveal 
her territorial peace terms until direct talks began and refused 
to withdraw until a peace treaty had been signed. 
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With the United States and Russia giving qualified support to 
Israel and the Arab states respectively, the contest in the Assem- 
bly ended in a stalemate. The Assembly did, however, pass two 
resolutions. One of these called on Israel to rescind her virtual 
annexation of Jordanian Jerusalem. The other appealed for 
humane treatment and help for the civil population affected by 
the war and the return to their homes of those who had been 
forced to flee. 

At the beginning of September, Nasser met other Arab heads 
of state in Khartoum. The main topic on the agenda of this 
Arab League ‘summit’ was Arab policy towards Israel but 
linked with this, as always, was the question of the Arab attitudes 
towards the Western Powers and disputes between the Arabs 
themselves, especially the still unsettled Yemen civil war. On the 
face of it, the declarations of the conference on Israel - ‘ No peace, 
no negotiations, no recognition’ - showed no sign of compromise 
in the Arab position, and this was how Israel interpreted them. 
In fact, the conference was a victory for the ‘moderates’. Nasser 
and Hussein of Jordan, backed by all the other Arab states except 
Algeria and Syria (who was absent), agreed to try and obtain the 
withdrawal of Israel’s forces by political rather than military 
means. Arab spokesmen later interpreted the Khartoum declara- 
tions to mean no formal peace treaty, but not a rejection of a 
state of peace; no direct negotiations, but not a refusal to talk 
through third parties ; and no de jure recognition of Israel, but 
acceptance of her existence as a state. In subsequent statements, 
both public and private, Nasser and Hussein made it clear that 
within these limits they were prepared to go much further than 
ever before towards a settlement with Israel. They were ready to 
end the state of war with Israel, recognize her existence de facto 
within the pre-war borders and accept international guarantees of 
her security, rights of access to the Jerusalem Holy Places and 
free navigation. 

In a complex bargain, the Khartoum summit also decided to 
lift the Arab oil embargo against the United States, Britain and 
West Germany and re-open the Syrian oil pipelines, while Nasser 
and King Feisal agreed finally to disengage from the Yemen civil 
war. As part of these agreements, the oil countries, Saudi Arabia, 
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Kuwait and Libya, promised to pay £95 million a year to Egypt 
and £40 million to Jordan to help them overcome their war losses, 
including the loss of revenue from the continued closure of the 
Suez Canal. The oil boycott had been intended as a sanction 
against the Western Powers to get them to compel Israel to 
withdraw. Although the closure of the Canal was believed to be 
adding £250 million a year to Britain’s bill for imported oil, the 
boycott was ineffective. It was doing more damage to the Arabs 
than to the intended victims. 

When the attempt at peace-making was resumed at the United 
Nations in the autumn of 1967, on 22 November the Security 
Council adopted unanimously a resolution drafted by Britain 
setting out the outlines of a Middle East peace settlement and the 
methods to be used to achieve it. The resolution was to become 
the basis of attempts to reach a diplomatic settlement between the 
Arab states and Israel over the next three years. 

The preamble to the resolution emphasized certain basic 
principles: the inadmissibility of acquiring territory by war; the 
need for a just and lasting peace; and the fact that all members of 
the United Nations were committed to act in accordance with 
Article 2 of the Charter (which forbids the use or threat of force 
by one state against another, except in self-defence). 

The essence of the resolution was contained in five points. 
Israel was to withdraw her forces ‘from territories occupied in 
the recent conflict’ (the omission of the word ‘the’ before 
‘territories’ left an obvious ambiguity). All claims or states of 
belligerency were to be ended and there must be acknowledge- 
ment of ‘the sovereignty, territorial integrity and political 
independence of every state in the area and their right to live in 
peace within secure and recognized boundaries’. Freedom of 
navigation through international waterways in the area must be 
guaranteed and a just settlement of the Palestine Arab refugee 
problem achieved. There should also be guarantees for the 
‘territorial inviolability and political independence of every state 
in the area, through measures including the establishment of 
demilitarized zones’. 

The resolution requested the UN Secretary-General to desig- 
nate a special representative to go to the Middle East ‘ to promote 



The Aftermath: The Struggle to Recover 525 

agreement’ and to help bring about a settlement on the lines of 
the resolution. The next day, U Thant appointed Gunnar Jarring, 
the Swedish ambassador in Moscow, as his special representative 
for this purpose. 

The Security Council resolution was a compromise and its 
ambiguous language led to difficulties when Jarring tried to 
secure its implementation. The Arabs, supported by Russia, 
insisted that the resolution meant a complete Israeli withdrawal 
to the 5 June frontiers. In support of this view, they quoted the 
first principle of the resolution on the inadmissibility of acquiring 
territory by conquest. The Israelis, partially supported by the 
United States, claimed that the resolution linked withdrawal with 
the establishment of ‘secure and recognized boundaries’, which 
could not be the same as the 5 June borders. Other differences of 
interpretation arose. Israel still insisted on direct talks at least 
in later stages of the negotiations. She considered Jarring’s 
mandate was only to bring the parties together. She regarded the 
the resolution as merely providing guidelines or a framework 
for direct negotiations. She still refused to disclose what she 
considered ‘secure and recognized frontiers’ until she was able 
to negotiate with the Arab governments face to face. 

Egypt and Jordan, after initial doubts, declared that they 
accepted the resolution. But they regarded it as a plan to be 
applied as it stood. Jarring's task was simply to work out as a 
mediator how it was to be implemented by each side. This could 
be done by indirect talks but before these began Israel must also 
declare her readiness to implement the resolution and to withdraw. 
For nearly a year and a half Jarring travelled to and fro between 
Israel and the Arab countries from his headquarters in Cyprus 
and New York trying to work out an agreement or even to get 
negotiations started, but without success. 

As time went on the increase in border warfare and the cycle of 
Palestinian guerrilla operations and Israeli reprisals and repres- 
sion in the occupied areas deepened the emotional gulf between the 
two sides. By the end of 1968 it was obvious that the Jarring 
mission could make no progress unless the United States and 
Russia themselves agreed on an interpretation of the Security 
Council resolution and used their considerable influence to 
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persuade their respective proteges to accept it. The advent of 
President Nixon's administration in Washington seemed a good 
moment for a new start. 

The Russians took the initiative. On 21 December 1968 the 
Soviet foreign minister came to see Nasser in Cairo and obtained 
his approval for a memorandum to be sent to the United States, 
Britain and France setting out proposals for a settlement. 

Talks between the Big Four began in March 1969 but only 
at the modest level of the permanent delegates at the United 
Nations in New York. There were also continuous meetings in 
Washington between the State Department and the Soviet 
ambassador, Anatol Dobrynin. It soon became plain that it was 
in the Soviet-American talks that the real business was being 
done. 

Israel bitterly attacked the whole idea of Big Four talks. In 
his May Day speech in 1969 Nasser said that Egypt supported 
the Big Four talks on the basis that they were intended to lead 
to the implementation of the Security Council resolution. 1 1 But 
he soon became convinced that a political settlement was im- 
probable because, the United States, he believed, was continuing 
to give full support to Israel in both diplomacy and arms 
supplies. 12 He believed that Israel wanted territory more than 
peace. In support of this view he cited the statements of Israeli 
ministers who, as the parliamentary elections in Israel approached, 
were beginning more openly to stake claims to the occupied 
Arab territories. 

In December 1969, Nasser rejected (though not formally) a new 
American peace plan put forward by the US Secretary of State, 
William Rogers. The Rogers plan was not unfavourable to 
Egypt in that it envisaged a return to the former international 
frontier between Egypt and Israel. But Nasser criticized it on 
three main grounds: first, it did not expressly call for an Israeli 
withdrawal from Sharm esh-Sheikh or the Gaza Strip but left 
the future Israeli role in these two areas open to negotiation; 
second, it seemed an attempt to divide Egypt from the other 
Arab states by a separate peace; thirdly, the Rogers proposals 
made simultaneously to Iordan did not provide for complete 
Israeli withdrawal or a fair settlement for the Palestine Arab 
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refugees and so were less favourable than the Security Council 
resolution. 

By the beginning of 1970 the respective positions of Nasser 
and the Israeli government on peace-making appeared to be as 
follows: Nasser had informed Jarring and the Big Four that 
Egypt was prepared to implement the Security Council resolution 
(as she interpreted it). She no longer insisted that Israeli troops 
should withdraw before anything else was discussed or any other 
action taken. She would agree to a package deal covering all the 
points in the resolution, to be signed before withdrawal began and 
to be implemented in stages according to an agreed time-table. 
She would not accept direct negotiations, a bilateral peace treaty 
or formal diplomatic recognition of Israel. But she would enter 
indirect negotiations through the United Nations mediator. She 
would sign a multilateral peace document of a contractual charac- 
ter, such as that establishing the neutrality of Laos in 1962, to be 
deposited with the United Nations Security Council and guaran- 
teed by the Big Four. This document would set out the commit- 
ments of both sides and the means by which they were to be 
fulfilled, including recognition of sovereignty and territorial 
integrity within secure and recognized borders, guaranteed free- 
dom of navigation through international waterways, and a just 
settlement of the refugee problem through the offer of a choice of 
repatriation or compensation. The Israelis would have to withdraw 
completely, but Egypt would accept the establishment of de- 
militarized zones and the presence of United Nations forces, pro- 
vided they were on both sides of the borders. She would also 
accept United Nations forces at Sharm esh-Sheikh to supervise 
the agreement on free navigation through the Straits of Tiran, 
for a limited number of years. 

Nasser envisaged implementation of these points in two stages: 
the first would be concerned with ‘removing the traces of the 
aggression' and would include the withdrawal of Israeli forces 
to the pre-June borders, the temporary establishment of de- 
militarized zones and a United Nations force, an end of the state 
of belligerency, acknowledgement of Israel’s sovereignty and 
free passage through the Straits of Tiran pending a decision by 
the World Court on whether or not they were legally an inter- 
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national waterway. It might also include an agreement on access 
to and control of the Holy Places in Jerusalem - Nasser was 
prepared to accept any solution for Jerusalem, including inter- 
nationalization, that King Hussein would accept. The second stage 
would be concerned with the substance of the Palestine problem, 
a definition of ‘recognized borders’, a settlement of the refugee 
question and the passage of Israeli ships through the Suez Canal. 

Israel accepted the Security Council resolution only as a 
framework for negotiations. She still regarded direct negotiations 
as essential. She would not withdraw any of her forces until a 
definitive and permanent peace was signed. This should be in the 
form of a contractual agreement directly between Israel and 
individual Arab states and should lead to normal peaceful rela- 
tions, including full de jure recognition and unrestricted trade and 
movement. There must be unequivocal freedom of passage for 
Israeli ships through the Suez Canal as well as the Straits of 
Tiran. The refugee problem should be solved by resettlement in 
the Arab countries, not by repatriation to Israel. If demilitarized 
zones and United Nations forces were established they should 
be only on the Arab side of the border not on Israeli territory. 
Israel would not go back to the pre-June borders: new ‘secured 
and recognized borders’ must be defined by negotiations before 
withdrawal. Jerusalem must remain ‘united’, that is with Arab 
Jerusalem annexed to Israel, but there might be joint municipali- 
ties and Jordan might be given control of the Muslim Holy 
Places and a share in tourist revenue. 

Israel would not officially disclose her other territorial aims 
before negotiations began. Ministers in the Israel coalition 
government held different views about how much of the occupied 
territories should be kept or given back. But there appeared to be 
a rough consensus on the following lines: Jerusalem, the Golan 
Heights and parts of the west bank on the approaches to Jeru- 
salem and near to Tel Aviv would in any case be retained. Israeli 
troops would remain along the Jordan river and probably at 
Sharm esh-Sheikh, but there were differences about whether Israel 
should also retain and colonize a strip of territory in the Jordan 
valley (as proposed by the deputy premier Yigal Allon) and 
whether she should also annex Sharm esh-Sheikh and a strip of 
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Sinai leading to it along the west coast of the Gulf of Aqaba (as 
advocated by the Defence Minister Moshe Dayan). The rest of 
Sinai would revert to Egypt but would be demilitarized. The Gaza 
Strip would not in any event go back under Egyptian control, 
but some Israeli leaders wanted it annexed to Israel and others were 
ready for it to be linked in some way with the west bank and 
Jordan. 

Right-wing opinion, represented in the Israeli government by 
Menahem Beigin, Minister without Portfolio, favoured annexa- 
tion of the whole of former Arab Palestine. Dayan also appeared 
to support a disguised annexation of the west bank when in 
July 1969 he spoke of the west bank being open to Jewish 
settlement and ‘Nablus, Hebron and Jericho’ (the three main 
Arab towns, apart from East Jerusalem, of the west bank) 
forming part of the historic Land of Israel. The annexationist 
faction in the Israeli cabinet was strengthened when six right- 
wing ministers entered the coalition after the November 1969 
elections. 

The Israeli leaders mostly regarded Egypt as the key to either 
peace or war on the Arab side. With some inconsistency, they 
saw Nasser as both the main obstacle to peace and as being in a 
precarious position from which he w'ould collapse if the military, 
political and economic pressures on him generated by the defeat 
were maintained for long enough. Every few months there were 
expectations that Nasser could not last much longer, yet he 
continued in spite of the heavy pressures, including spells of 
illness. In the summer of 1968 Nasser suffered a collapse in 
health from a combination of a diabetic complication in one leg, 
exhaustion caused by over-work and the strain of such events as 
Amer’s death. He went to Russia for treatment which appeared 
to be successful. 

After his death it was revealed that he had had a heart attack 
in September 1969 which incapacitated him for six weeks and 
which at the time was officially passed off as influenza. According 
to Heykal, Nasser had lived and worked for much of the last 
two years of his life in agonizing pain, though this was not easily 
visible. 

In the three years after the war until his death Nasser weathered 
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several political storms and the Egyptian economy survived better 
than most people expected. The economy had gone through a 
critical period immediately after the June war. With the Suez 
Canal closed and the Sinai oil-fields lost, there was an acute 
shortage of foreign exchange. When the war came the govern- 
ment had been preparing for a more expansionist budget after 
a period of deflation, but the cuts already made in investment and 
in imports of spare parts and raw materials had to be maintained 
and extended. Many factories remained closed or worked part 
time. The development programme was slowed down even fur- 
ther, except for work on the High Dam and related projects. 
The dam and power station were completed in 1970. The growth 
rate in gnp terms dropped to only about two per cent, less than 
the rate of population increase. But by mid-1969 the economy had 
begun to recover. Aid from the Arab oil states under the Khar- 
toum agreement had more than compensated for the foreign 
exchange lost from the continued closure of^ the Canal. Oil 
production had been more than restored and promised to become 
a substantial export. Before the June war, oil production in 
Egypt was 7,500,000 tons a year. With the loss of the Sinai fields 
it dropped to 2,500,000 tons, but in the next two years rose 
again to fourteen million tons, mostly from the Morgan fields 
south of Suez. It was planned to increase production to twenty- 
five million tons by the end of 1970 and if the promises of large 
oil-finds in the Western desert were fulfilled the figure might rise 
to forty million tons in 1972 and eventually even higher. Higher 
export prices for the cotton and rice crops (which increased by 
900,000 tons over 1966 to a record figure), and lower prices for 
imported wheat in the world markets also helped to improve the 
balance of payments. In July 1969 Nasser announced that in the 
previous year Egypt had achieved her first trade surplus since 
the 1930s, a surplus of £E43 million compared with a deficit in 
1967-8 of £E84 million. This was achieved partly by a fall of 
£E64 million in imports, but also by an increase of £E63 million 
in exports. The foreign debt problem was eased at least tem- 
porarily by negotiated agreements to rephase some repayments 
and to institute rolling credits (by which a new slice of credit is 
granted as an old one is paid off). Two-thirds of Egypt’s esti- 
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mated £E1,000 million foreign debt was believed to be with 
Russia and the Communist bloc, though it was not known how 
much and by what means Egypt was paying for Soviet arms 
supplies.* It is possible they may have been paid for over a long 
term by the Egyptian trade surplus with Russia amounting to 
about £E16 million a year. But it remained difficult for Egypt to 
get new credit in Western countries except on the most short* 
term basis. Major projects went ahead such as the High Dam 
system and the new iron and steel complex to be completed by 
the Russians at an eventual cost of £400 million. The electric 
power from the Dam, the iron and steel complex, and oil output 
were intended to be the basis of an expanding industrialization 
programme under a new five-year plan due to start in July 1970. 
In addition plans were well advanced for a big new oil pipe-line 
from Suez to Alexandria to provide an alternative international 
oil route while the Canal remained closed and to supplement the 
Canal when it reopened. 

Industrial production in 1967-8 totalled £1,132 million, and 
an increasing amount was coming from the private sector. By 
mid- 1969 industrial exports were running at the rate of £E130 
million a year and for the first time industry was earning more 
in foreign exchange than it was spending on imported equipment 
and raw materials. In the 1969-70 budget with a total expenditure 
of £E2,413 million, investment was pushed up again to about 
£E330 million compared with £E290 million actual investment 
in the previous year. The budget included what was said to be a 
record allocation for defence. The figure was not given. In his 
speech to the National Assembly on 6 November 1969, Nasser said 
that Egypt was planning to mobilize 500,000 men and to spend 
£E500 million for military purposes. Tn the budget figures 
announced in May 1970, £E513 million was allocated to defence. 

The overall growth rate of the economy was estimated to have 
risen to five per cent and the industrial growth rate to eleven per 
cent. Inflation had mostly been kept in check by austerity mea- 
sures, by cuts in government spending and in subsidies to food 

•In his May Day speech in 1970 Nasser revealed that after the Six-Day 
War, on 12 June, Russia had promised to replace Egypt’s lost weapons 
free of charge. 
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and fares. The International Monetary Fund report had given 
Egypt’s internal finances a clean bill of health. But the growth 
rate was not fenough to provide all the jobs needed with half a 
million extra young people coming on to the labour market every 
year, as well as with the dislocation caused by the evacuation of 
civilians from the Canal Zone. 

To deal with the population increase at the rate of a million a 
year, Nasser urged greater efforts to promote family planning, 
a need which he had at first been slow to recognize and which 
the regime had only begun seriously to encourage just before 
the 1967 war when a national programme to distribute contra- 
ceptives through government clinics was launched. The govern- 
ment also began for the first time to encourage emigration, but 
fears of a ‘brain-drain’ limited its effectiveness. 

In a speech to the Arab Socialist Union on 23 July 1969, 
Nasser announced an important extension of the land reform. He 
also made some new proposals for the management of the 700,000 
acres of new land reclaimed through the use of High Dam 
water and by other government schemes. The limit for individual 
land ownership was to be reduced to fifty acres, though it would 
still be 100 acres for a family. Nasser proposed that the new land 
should be owned by state companies. These would themselves 
exploit the land directly and export the produce, or they might 
lease it to farmers on a long-term basis, or sell the land to new 
small landholders, with priority to war veterans. Nasser thus 
left open the debate which had been going on for some years 
between those who saw an increase in the number of farmers 
owning land as the first priority and those who believed that 
large-scale state farming was necessary for economic reasons. In 
previous speeches Nasser had begun to emphasize the importance 
of giving proper encouragement to selected private enterprise, 
especially in industry - perhaps on the advice of the academic 
economists and technicians who were brought into the govern- 
ment in a big reshuffle in March 1 968. 

The March changes in the government were part of the next 
big political crisis faced by Nasser after the Amer affair. In his 
speech of 23 July 1967 and again on 23 November Nasser had 
shown awareness of the strong currents of criticism and self- 
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criticism set up in public opinion by the continuing shock of the 
defeat. In his November speech he noted that the government 
had been asked for ‘serious and decisive action’, for an end to 
privileges, for equality of sacrifices, for ‘revolutionary purity’ 
and for more democracy. He announced the release of some of 
the Muslim Brotherhood political detainees who had been 
arrested two years before, though members of the Brotherhood 
secret political and military organizations, numbering ‘less 
than 1,000 persons’ were to remain in detention. Some sequestra- 
tion orders were also ended and more people freed from the ban 
on political activity. 

Nasser claimed that the power of the intelligence service had 
declined and he considered its fall ‘one of the most important 
negative aspects which we dispensed with in our bid to purge 
public life in Egypt’. He referred mockingly to reports that 
there were two rival power groups in Egypt: a ‘rightist’ trend 
led by Zacharia Mohieddin and a ‘leftist’ trend led by Aly 
Sabry. There were, he said, no longer any such competing power 
centres and the leadership was united. 

Three months later public frustration and discontent burst into 
the open in riots by workers and students. They were the first 
such demonstrations since Nasser’s conflict with Neguib in 
March 1954. Tiie immediate cause was angry public reaction to 
the prison sentences passed on the Egyptian air force commander, 
General Sidky Mahmoud, and other officers for their failures 
in the June war. The sentences v/ere considered too lenient, 
another example of the military protecting their own. The first 
riots, among workers at Helwan on 21 February 1968, appear, 
however, to have been the result of an official muddle. The 
workers were taking part in a demonstration organized officially 
by the Arab Socialist Union. But the police had not been told 
and tried to stop them. News of the Helwan demonstration and 
its suppression brought thousands of students of Cairo uni- 
versity out on the streets. More than twenty students and sixty 
policemen were injured. One of the students’ targets was the 
offices of the newspaper Al Ahram where they chanted demands 
to the editor, Heykal, for a free and more truthful press. 

The driving force of the demonstration was a feeling of frustra- 
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tion and of dissatisfaction with a regime that seemed to be 
fumbling and inefficient and which kept the people in the dark 
and under a still suffocating security control. There were protests 
against the special police operating in the universities, the 
government control of students' unions, and some demands for a 
freely elected parliament and fpr political parties. 

The emphasis was on more freedom, but this trend expressed 
itself in at least three different groups: liberals associated with 
the old middle and upper class who wanted a return of parlia- 
mentary life, the Muslim Brothers, and the left wing whose idea 
of greater democracy was the creation of a more active and 
independent political cadre within the Arab Socialist Union. 

Among the expanded elite of educated professional men, the 
doctors, engineers, economists and the like, there was a wide- 
spread feeling that there should be more efficient and qualified 
people in responsible posi tions in government. They wanted an end 
of the army officers’ ‘ old boy network ’ which had grown up during 
the later years of the revolution. Since the June war and the 
discrediting of the army and intelligence services, Nasser had 
been trying to disengage from the ‘army class’ while reinforcing 
his control of the army for military purposes. His rule was based 
essentially on his national prestige with the Egyptian masses. 
The withering of his former instruments of power through the 
security services, the army and the ex-officer administrators, 
faced him with the problem of maintaining effective contact and 
control not only with the mass of people for whom his name was 
still magic but also with the more sceptical educated class. 
Nasser’s first reaction to the February riots was to reorganize 
his government, to promise reforms and to talk himself to student 
leaders. His dismissal of Vice-President Zacharia Mohieddin, his 
closest political associate after Marshal Amer, marked the 
virtual end of the revolutionary old guard except for Nasser 
himself. Of thirteen members of the original revolutionary 
council, the only one left in government apart from Nasser was 
the relatively light-weight Vice-President Hussein esh-Shafei. One 
other, Anwar es-Sadat, was speaker of the N ational Assembly an d 
a member of the higher executive committee of the Arab Socialist 
Union. (In December 1969 he was appointed Vice-President and 



The Aftermath: The Struggle to Recover 535 

Nasser’s deputy.) Aly Sabry, not one of the original thirteen, 
remained as Secretary-General of the ASU until removed after 
an obscure political episode in September 1969, but was no longer 
a Vice-President. 

To meet the demand for more qualified men, Nasser replaced 
four of the ex-officers in his cabinet with civilians and included 
leading university professors in several ministries. But with a 
largely technical and non-political cabinet, Nasser was more 
than ever facing the public politically alone. His main inter- 
mediaries now were the two still largely hollow institutions of the 
National Assembly and the Arab Socialists Union. He attempted 
to throw a bridge across this gulf in a ‘programme for political 
action' which he outlined in a broadcast speech on 30 March, 
and which subsequently became known as the ‘30 March pro- 
gramme’. He promised more personal and political freedom 
but not the free parliamentary elections on a party basis that 
some had been hoping for: he chose the Arab Socialist Union 
rather than the National Assembly as the channel for greater 
democratization, but he did not sanction the kind of political 
party within the ASU that the left-wing had been urging. He 
promised a further purge of the bureaucracy and a more modem 
efficient government of the kind demanded by the middle-class 
technocrats, but he stressed that socialism had come to stay. 

The Arab Socialist Union was to be rebuilt ‘by free elections 
from top to bottom’. The Central Committee would remain in 
continuous session and would chart national policy in all fields. 
A committee of the ASU would examine government security 
measures with the aim of * guaranteeing protection for the revolu- 
tion within the framework of the supremacy of law’. The ASU 
National Congress might also take over from the National 
Assembly the drafting of a permanent constitution. While the 
30 March programme tried to remedy deficiencies in the govern- 
ment machine, it failed to deal with the profound political 
malaise affecting the educated class of the country. The pro- 
gramme was approved in a referendum on 2 May by a majority 
of 99*989 per cent - the figure was in itself a sign that not much 
had changed. Then followed elections to the ASU National 
Congress which opened its new session on 23 July. Elections 
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were held in the following January for the National Assembly. 
But both elections passed without a ripple of political excitement. 
There was scarcely any election campaign. The general mood 
was one of apathy. This atmosphere was caused partly by sceptic- 
ism about promises of freedom of expression and of a curb on 
the operations of the secret police. It was also due to the f§ct that 
Nasser himself, still the main dynamo of political action in the 
country, was virtually incapacitated for weeks during the summer 
through illness. An Asian diplomat, who saw Nasser frequently, 
compared his mood of depression that summer to that of Nehru 
after the Chinese attack on India. Nehru was able eventually 
to restore both his own spirits and those of the Indian public 
by going out on long tours round the country into the villages. 
Nasser found it temperamentally difficult to make that kind of 
personal contact, though part of his political genius was his 
instinctive capacity to gauge popular feeling. 

Without Nasser’s political drive, governmqpt relapsed into 
bureaucratic routine. The lack of real political change or of any 
spectacular improvement in Egypt’s military fortunes led to 
another unexpected explosion. In November 1968 there were 
more student demonstrations, this time in Alexandria, Mansoura 
and Assiut. In Alexandria they degenerated into the most serious 
riots since Cairo's ‘Black Saturday’ of pre-revolutionary days. 
The riots began at Mansoura among Islamic divinity students 
over changes in the examination system. Four students were 
killed. In Alexandria the riots began as demonstrations in favour 
of civil liberties. Of the 491 people arrested, ninety-one were kept 
in detention and forty-six of these sent for trial. 

The Alexandria riots, in which others besides students joined, 
became an expression of rage against the police and the govern- 
ment in general, with police stations and other government 
buildings as targets for attack. The main cause of the riots were 
the political discontents of Egyptian youth. The students and 
young university lecturers who began the demonstrations in 
Alexandria were reported to include a group calling themselves 
‘Free Socialists’ but, as in the February riots in Cairo, the 
participants covered a wide spectrum of political views from 
Muslim Brothers to Communists with liberals and radicals in 
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between. There were slogans against Soviet imperialism as well 
as American imperialism and calls for more militant action against 
Israel as well as demands for more political freedom. 

The students distributed to journalists a seven-point memoran- 
dum drawn up for them by the law students of Alexandria 
calling for a ‘new society’ to replace the present one based on 
‘prefabricated slogans’, and demanding freedom of expression 
and a free press. 13 

Nasser’s response to the riots was uninspiring and out of 
touch. In a speech to an emergency meeting of the ASU National 
Congress, he blamed the riots on ‘counter-revolutionaries’ and 
an ‘irresponsible minority’ in the universities. He called on the 
students to accept the over-riding need to preserve national unity 
in the face of the continued Israeli occupation of Egyptian 
territory. The riots led to a tightening of internal security and 
a new round of spy and conspiracy trials. At the end of December 
seven Egyptians - a government lawyer, the manager of a 
government-owned construction company, two army officers, a 
fanner, a clerk and a university medical lecturer - were accused 
of having planned to assassinate Nasser and other leading figures 
of the regime in May 1968. They were said to have set up a secret 
organization called ‘The Egyptian National Council’ with the 
aim of overthrowing the regime and concluding a peace treaty 
with Israel. 

During most of 1969 Egypt remained politically quiet though 
the criticisms and tensions continued under the surface. In Cairo 
there was a trance-like atmosphere of unreal normality and the 
mood of the educated public seemed close to despair. The gulf 
between the government and the critics of the educated class 
remained largely unbridged. Little more was heard of political 
liberalization and the press remained as controlled or as careful 
as before. Public scepticism aboui the credibility of official state- 
ments and of press reporting and comment remained profound.* 

•It was partly to try to counter this feeling that Nasser appointed 
Mohammed Hassanein Heykal to be Minister of Information (National 
Guidance) in May 1970. Heykal, though himself criticized for the lack of 
press freedom and credibility, had advocated more frankness in official 
news of the war. 
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Nasser's main concern was with the military and diplomatic 
struggle with Israel and with Egypt’s economic development. 

Then in September 1969, there were sensational rumours in the 
Beirut press, promptly repeated in Western newspapers, of a 
purge by Nasser of the top military and political leadership in 
Egypt after an alleged attempted pro-Soviet left-wing coup, said 
to have involved Aly Sabry.* 4 The rumours were based on a 
bouillabaisse of disparate facts: in the wake of the Israeli 
armoured raid on the Gulf of Suez coast, Nasser had sacked the 
army chief of staff and the commander-in-chief of the navy; he 
had also dismissed a well-known left-wing newspaper editor and 
removed the official in charge of the administration of the Arab 
Socialist Union, who was a protege of Aly Sabry: Nasser himself 
was officially stated to be ill with acute influenza. Later it was 
announced that Aly Sabry had been removed from his post as 
Secretary-General of the Arab Socialist Union, though he re- 
mained a member of the Supreme Executive Committee. This 
demotion, it was stated, was because on returning from a visit to 
Russia, Aly Sabry’s entourage had tried to bring with them more 
than the permitted amount of goods in their luggage. 

The truth of what happened is still obscure. But the evidence 
suggests there was no attempted coup. Nasser was carrying out 
another balancing act. Though Aly Sabry w. no Marxist, his 
limited disgrace and that of his protege and the left-wing editor 
may have been intended as a warning to the left-wing of the Arab 
Socialist Union and perhaps also to the Russians about the 
limits of their influence. Aly Sabry’s power had already been 
considerably reduced. He had had a heart attack in November 
1968 and had been working at a slower pace ever since. In 
March 1969 he was partially restored to favour when Nasser 
appointed him chief liaison officer between the Egyptian air force 
and the Russians. 

Nasser’s own illness, though announced as influenza, was in 
fact a heart attack. His enforced rest of six weeks enabled him 
conveniently to avoid attendance at the Islamic summit conference 
in Rabat on 22 September. 

There had been no Arab summit since the Khartoum meeting 
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two years earlier, despite efforts by Nasser to call one. King 
Feisal of Saudi Arabia did not want a summit. No Saudi territory 
was occupied and Feisal seemed to have everything to gain by 
sitting back and letting Nasser take responsibility for peace or 
war. Meanwhile, he could limit his contribution to war-like words 
about the recovery of the Muslim Holy Places in Jerusalem, to 
the presence of a few Saudi troops in southern Jordan, and to the 
subsidies he paid to Egypt and Jordan. These payments gave 
Feisal a means of making his influence felt behind the scenes in 
Cairo and Amman. 

Nasser again pressed for an Arab summit in the summer of 
1969 to coordinate Arab military and diplomatic action in view 
of the continued failure of international diplomacy to bring about 
a settlement with Israel. Feisal countered by reviving his old pro- 
posal for a summit conference of Islamic states. He was given an 
opportunity of doing so by the burning of part of the A1 Aqsa 
mosque in the Israeli-occupied Old City of Jerusalem in August. 
The A1 Aqsa was one of the most revered shrines of Islam, and its 
damage roused Muslim opinion everywhere. 

Nasser disliked the idea of an Islamic summit for several 
reasons. He saw it as a continuation of Feisal’s old scheme for an 
Islamic conference, and perhaps a pact aimed at outflanking 
Nasser’s influence on the Arab states by bringing in such Muslim 
states as Iran, Turkey and Pakistan with more conservative and 
pro-American regimes. He was aho against using Islam as a basis 
for political action; it was contrary to the secular tradition of 
modem Arab nationalism and could have serious divisive effects 
in the Arab world and within Arab countries, such as the half- 
Christian Lebanon (Egypt herself had some three million 
Christian Copts); it smacked of the ideas of the Muslim Brother- 
hood, his inveterate enemies at home; and it was damaging to 
Egypt’s position among the non-aligned countries where her 
friendship with India was more important to her than her 
relationship with Muslim Pakistan. Finally, Nasser believed that 
an Islamic summit meeting could not produce the serious con- 
certed action against Israel that an Arab summit must consider. 
Among the Islamic states there were some, like Turkey and Iran, 
which had good relations with Israel and bad or lukewarm ones 
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with Egypt, and others, for example among the African states, 
which did not feel committed to the Arab side. 

Seeing that he could not get a purely Arab summit and might 
not be able to prevent the Islamic meeting, because of Feisal’s 
financial pressure, Nasser put the best face on it he could. He 
endorsed the idea of an Islamic meeting and left it to Feisal and 
King Hassan of Morocco to organize it. At the same time he 
arranged his own ‘ mini-summit’ in Cairo of the Arab states 
directly engaged in the Israeli conflict: Egypt, Jordan, Syria and 
Iraq. The Sudan joined in the later stages of the talks. When the 
Islamic meeting was called for 22 September in Rabat Nasser 
stayed away, pleading illness. The Islamic summit did not do 
Feisal or the Arab cause much good or Nasser much harm. 
Feisal may have wanted the summit partly to strengthen his 
position at home which had been threatened by unrest in the 
army. There were reports during September of the discovery of a 
plot to overthrow the Saudi monarchy and of hundreds of arrests 
and some executions not only among the Saudi regular army but 
also in Feisal’s parallel* white army’ of supposedly loyal Bedouin 
tribesmen. 

On the other hand, Nasser’s position in the Arab world had 
recently been strengthened by revolutions carried out by radical 
nationalist officers of Nasserite sympathies in the Sudan and 
Libya. In Iraq the overthrow of President Aref by the Baathist 
faction led by Hassan Baqr in June 1968 had been a setback for 
Nasser. Although relations between Cairo and Baghdad con- 
tinued on the surface to be close and friendly at first, the Baathist 
regime in Iraq became more of a liability than an asset as an ally, 
and eventually became an open enemy. Its bloodthirsty persecu- 
tion of its political opponents, its witch-hunt for spies and traitors 
and its public executions, including the hanging of several Jews, 
and its resumption of the war against the Kurds (eventually 
settled by agreement in March 1970) sullied the international 
reputation of Iraq and damaged that of the Arabs as a whole. At 
the same time, the Baghdad regime was so preoccupied with these 

activities at home, with its obscure factious ft# wtiv wai 

Baathists In Damascus and its quarrel with neighbouring Iran 
(which the Shah was not loath to aggravate), that it was of little 
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use as a military ally against Israel. Yet when in July 1970 Nasser 
accepted the American initiative for a cease-fire and peace 
talks with Israel, he was denounced by the Iraqi regime. 

Among the Arab masses, Nasser’s ascendancy, shaken by the 
June war, had been largely restored three years later. It was not 
so much that the Arabs of the Middle East liked or disliked 
Nasser: he was simply the only Arab leader most of them took 
seriously. Among his supporters in the Arab intelligentsia outside 
Egypt his reputation was no longer unflawed. ‘He is like a 
Chinese vase that has been cracked. He will never be the same 
again’, a Palestinian intellectual had declared in Beirut six 
months after the June war. 1 5 His performance was measured more 
critically by the militant young whose heroes were the Palestinian 
commandos, and by the educated class, who saw the cause of 
Arab defeat in technological and social backwardness and in their 
own exclusion from a share of power. 

Among these new political cross-currents of growing strength, 
Nasser seemed to hold a point of balance between forces inside 
Egypt and the Arab world pulling towards the right or the left 
or towards the West or Russia, though for most of the time he 
leaned more heavily to the left and, through force of circum- 
stance, towards Russia. These trends of right and left. West and 
East, did not necessarily coincide with pressures for peace or war 
with Israel. Nor was it a matter of a bellicose Nasser whipping up 
the pacific masses. On the contrary, Nasser and other Arab 
leaders were more realistically aware of Arab military weakness 
than were their peoples who were more conscious of humiliation 
and a feeling of immense injustice. There was, it is true, a strong 
current among the Egyptian middle class, especially the older 
generation, in favour of a quick peace with Israel, even at the cost 
of writing off Egypt's Arab allies; Egypt, they thought, had al- 
ready sacrificed enough for the Arub* and for the Palestinians in 
particular: now she should cut her losses. But popular feeling in 
Egypt and the sentiment among young people and the younger 
army officers seemed to favour resuming the fight against Israel 
as soon as possible, if only to restore hurt national pride. 

Nasser’s position lay somewhere in between. He was not pre- 
pared to jettison his whole Arab policy and submit to what he 
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regarded as a new American sphere of influence in order to get 
the Israelis out of Sinai. It is doubtful whether in any case he 
could have done so and survived. In any case, he believed that 
Egypt herself could not survive in isolation from the Arab world. 
But he was prepared to make a settlement with Israel that would 
(in the words used to me by one of his entourage) effectively put 
the whole Palestine question into the ‘deep freeze*. Even after 
the growth of the Palestinian guerrilla movement made this 
position more difficult to hold, Nasser believed that, provided 
such a peace included a fair settlement of the Palestinian refugee 
problem, the guerrillas would not prove a serious obstacle. 16 
Meanwhile he was rebuilding the Egyptian forces to fight, if 
necessary, to regain the occupied territory but he had to counsel 
patience to those who wanted quick military action. 

The post-war developments showed that Nasser had established 
an extraordinary relationship with the Egyptian public. He 
seemed to have become an unshakeablc part of the modem 
Egyptian scene, a kind of national monument. Vet he remained a 
very human figure, if a formidable one. He was by no means 
spared from criticism or from mockery, yet even his mistakes 
brought him in a sense closer to the Egyptian people who have a 
tragic sense of their own history and often pay more respect to 
what they judge to be rightness of intention than to efficient per- 
formance. This intimate family-like acceptance persisted despite, 
rather than because of, the continued operations of a police 
state. 

Nasser held all the main sources of power in Egypt in his hands. 
He was not only President, but also prime minister and head of 
the National Congress and Supreme Executive Committee of the 
Arab Socialist Union, the only permitted political organization. 
He was personally supervising the rebuilding of the armed forces. 
There was no one left around him of significant political stature; 
all were minor figures, subordinates and instruments of his will, 
but capable of rivalry and intrigue among themselves to gain in- 
fluence over him. If there were ambitious young officers in the 
army secretly plotting to oust him, as he himself had plotted to 
overthrow Farouk, no one yet knew about them. When asked by 
a French journalist whether such new would-be Nassers might not 
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exist, Nasser was reported to have grinned and replied, ‘ I hope so. ' 

If Nasser’s personal position still seemed strong, his political 
machine as a whole was tired and infected with moral decay. He 
was perhaps nearing the end of his creative period and Egypt 
needed new men to take over. 

When I last saw Nasser in July 1969 he seemed to have fully 
recovered from his illness and depression of the previous summer. 
He looked fit, cheerful and relaxed. He had stopped smoking and 
begun taking more exercise. Instead of working until two or three 
in the morning and getting up at nine, he went to bed before mid- 
night and rose at 6.30 to play tennis for an hour and a half before 
breakfast. His family life remained serene. Of his three sons, 
Khaled was studying engineering at university, Abdul Hamid 
was at the naval academy and Abdul Hakim still at school. His 
daughters were both married and both worked. Mona had a son, 
Gamal, and worked in the children’s book publishing department 
of A l Ahram. Hoda had a daughter and a job on the research 
staff of the Presidency. Nasser managed to spend some time with 
his children and enjoyed visits from his two grandchildren. 

Nasser’s presidential secretariat was not large but it included 
one or two influential aides, such as Sami Sharaf, head of the Pres- 
ident’s office, who dealt specially with internal and security 
matters, and Hassan Kholi, whom he used as his personal 
trouble-shooter in foreign affairs.* He preferred to deal direct 
with his ministers. The cabinet met weekly every Sunday and 
on Saturday mornings there was a meeting of four or five 
ministers dealing with economic affairs. Nasser used the tele- 
phone a great deal in the conduct of business.He read the Arabic 
and foreign press avidly and watched the discussions in the 
Arab Socialist Union and the National Assembly for indications 
of public opinion. 

Nasser held in his hands the three strands of policy-making, 
executive government and legislation. The first stretched up 
through the Arab Socialist Union, the second through the 
cabinet and the third through the National Assembly. The ASU 
prepared policy guide-lines through discussion in its central 

•In May 1970, several of these aides were moved out of the Presidency 
to become junior ministers in the cabinet. 
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committee and in its branches. A report - on, say, cooperatives 
or housing - then went to the ASU Supreme Executive Com- 
mittee. The Supreme Executive under Nasser’s chairmanship 
made the final policy decision and gave directives to Ministers to 
prepare necessary laws. These laws were then approved by the 
cabinet (also chaired by Nasser as prime minister) before being 
submitted to the National AsSpmbly for discussion and approval. 
Such at least was the theory of the flow of power and for many 
things that is how it probably worked, with Nasser trying when- 
ever possible to get the support of a majority in the ASU 
Supreme Executive. But in practice there is no doubt that on 
important or urgent matters Nasser by-passed much of this 
machinery and gave his orders direct. 


On the third anniversary of the war in June 1970, the Israeli 
army was still in Sinai and the Suez Canal closed. Nasser’s main 
problem was thus still unsolved but, otherwi&s, he appeared to 
have achieved a remarkable recovery. Egypt was financially 
solvent (with aid from the Arab oil states) and able to defend 
herself, though the military budget imposed a crushing burden. 
The industrialization of the country was expanding again. 
Egypt’s commitment to Arabism and Arab socialism remained, 
though the former was more muted than before. Her dependence 
on Russia had greatly increased but she was not yet a Soviet 
satellite. Both Arab and Soviet commitments were measured by 
Nasser in terms of the contribution they could make to his 
supreme preoccupation of recovering from the defeat and dealing 
with Israel. 

Strategically, the military situation between Egypt and Israel 
was still one of stalemate. But the ‘war of attrition’ had begun to 
escalate alarmingly and had increased the risks that the United 
States and the Soviet Union might be drawn into a dangerous 
confrontation. 

The Egyptian forces were re-equipped to about the levels of 
before the Six-Day War, though probably stronger in tanks and 
artillery and weaker in offensive aircraft. They could inflict in- 
creasing losses on the Israelis but they were not strong enough to 
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cross the Canal in force and drive the Israelis out of Sinai. The 
Israelis could hold the Canal line and inflict punishing air and 
land raids but were unable to invade and occupy the populated 
Delta area of Egypt. The Israeli air force was still superior and 
had begun to receive a formidable offensive reinforcement in the 
shape of fifty Phantom long-range fighter-bombers supplied by 
the United States, but the Egyptian air force had shown it was 
capable of limited attack. 

After having crippled the Egyptian radar and anti-aircraft 
missile system, the Israelis began at the beginning of 1970 to 
extend their air offensive outside the Canal Zone to targets on the 
outskirts of Cairo. After one such attack had caused over 100 
Egyptian civilian casualties, Nasser secured from the Russians the 
delivery of a more advanced type of Soviet anti-aircraft missile, 
the sam 3. The reported despatch of Soviet operational crews 
with the missiles and, on 29 April 1970, reports that the missiles 
were being supplemented by Soviet pilots flying ‘operational 
missions’ in Egyptian planes, marked a new degree of Soviet 
commitment to Egypt's defence. 

Israel approached the United States for the supply of more 
Phantom and Skyhawk aircraft, as well as other arms, and, it was 
reported, a credit of $1 ,000 million. The U S government, which 
had publicly diplored the ‘deep penetration’ raids into Egypt, 
postponed a decision on the Israeli requests pending a new 
diplomatic attempt to end the war. The Israelis meanwhile 
stopped bombing targets inside Egypt more than about thirty 
miles beyond the Canal which might have meant combat clashes 
with Soviet pilots. They concentrated instead on a massive non- 
stop air offensive against Egyptian installations in the Canal zone 
itself. The Egyptian casualties were rumoured to run into 
thousands but the main Israeli purpose was to prevent the 
strengthening of the air defences in the zone by the introduction 
of new Soviet missiles. For if the Israeli air superiority over the 
Canal could be broken, it would leave the Israeli forces on the 
east bank more vulnerable to artillery bombardment and eventual 
land attack. 

The Russians as well as the Americans were concerned at the 
growing international dangers of the situation. There was another 
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cause for anxiety in Jordan where the increasing influence of the 
Palestine guerrilla movement meant that the longer a peace settle- 
ment was delayed the more difficult it would become. In February 
there was fighting in Amman between the guerrillas and the 
Jordan army. The Jordan government had attempted to enforce a 
decree banning the carrying of arms by the guerrillas in the 
towns. But the guerrilla leaders suspected that King Hussein or 
some of his entourage were planning to crush them in order to 
push through a political settlement with Israel in conformity with 
American plans. In April demonstrations organized by the 
guerrillas prevented a visit to Jordan by Joseph Sisco, the Ameri- 
can State Department official in charge of Middle East affairs, 
who was on a tour of the area to discuss peace prospects. 

In his May Day speech, Nasser appealed to the United States 
to reconsider its policy of support for Israel. He warned that a 
turning point was approaching in America’s relations with the 
Arab world. This might be the last chance of avoiding a drift by 
the Arab peoples into a hostility towards the United States which 
could last for generations. 

As the Israeli bombing offensive continued, the Egyptian army 
carried out two of its biggest daylight raids across the Canal. The 
Israeli army made a large-scale attack on Palestine guerrilla bases 
inside the Lebanon. But the heaviest fighting the guerrillas faced 
was with the Jordan army. Between 7-11 June, more clashes in 
Amman and Zerqa were reported to have caused 400 dead and 
800 wounded. The Jordan authorities accused the guerrillas of 
trying to assassinate King Hussein, which the guerrillas denied. 

With the help of mediation offered through an emergency 
meeting of the Arab League in Tripoli, Libya, a cease-fire agree- 
ment was reached on 10 July between King Hussein and the 
guerrilla leaders. Hussein agreed to dismiss his uncle. General 
Nasser Bin Jamil, from his post of commander-in-chief and 
another relative, Major-General Zaid Ben Shaker, from com- 
mand of an armoured division. Both men were suspected by the 
guerrillas of trying to destroy them. A new government was 
formed containing Palestinians more sympathetic to the Fatah. 
The Jordan government granted freedom of movement to the 
guerrillas who in turn promised to respect internal security needs 
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and to discipline their members. The agreement left the guerrillas 
in control of many parts of Amman but with the Jordan army 
ringing the capital. 

American plans for a new diplomatic initiative in the Middle 
East had been delayed partly by President Nixon's decision to 
intervene militarily in Cambodia. Until this intervention was 
ended with the withdrawal of American troops by the end of 
June, the international climate, especially between Washington 
and Moscow, was not favourable to a new move on the Middle 
East which would require Soviet cooperation. 

But on 25 June the American Secretary of State, Rogers, 
announced that the United States was taking steps to reactivate 
the mission of the United Nations mediator, Jarring, and called 
on Israel and the Arab states to ‘stop shooting and start talking*. 
The new move was, he said, a result of a review of the Middle 
East situation ordered by Nixon on 29 April. Since this was the 
date of which Israel had announced the operational activity of 
Soviet pilots in Egypt, it was clear that the increasing Soviet 
military presence in the Middle East and Mediterranean was the 
new factor prompting the American initiative. At a press con- 
ference on 1 July, Nixon, while endorsing the peace moves, 
promised that the United States would uphold the ‘balance of 
power’ required by Israel in order to deter a possible Arab 
attack. 

The American peace plan was set out in a letter sent by Rogers 
to the Egyptian Foreign Minister, Mahmoud Riad, on 19 June. 
Similar proposals were made to the governments of Israel, 
Jordan and the Soviet Union. They covered three main points: 
agreement on a ninety-day cease-fire; a reaffirmation by both 
sides of their acceptance of the main elements of the Security 
Council resolution of 1967, namely Egyptian and Jordanian 
recognition of Israel’s sovereignty and Israeli withdrawal from 
occupied territories; and agreement to peace talks through 
Jarring. The terms of the cease-fire, separately negotiated, in- 
cluded a standstill on the introduction of any new military 
material or installations into the cease-fire zone on either side of 
the Canal. 

On 29 June Nasser flew secretly to Moscow for talks with the 
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Soviet leaders on the American plan. His presence there until 17 
July was confirmed in a communique on that date issued in 
Moscow. The communique expressed Soviet support for Egypt 
and the Arabs, condemned American backing for Israel but 
stressed the continued commitment of both Russia and Egypt to 
a political settlement in the Middle East in accordance with the 
Security Council resolution. 

The way was thus cleared for Nasser’s acceptance of the 
American plan and this he confirmed in his speech to the Congress 
of the Arab Socialist Union on 23 July. Nasser claimed that, in 
accepting the American proposals, he was doing nothing new, 
because Egypt had consistently declared its acceptance of the 
Security Council resolution and the Jarring mission. He also 
warned the Egyptians that if political action failed to liberate 

their territory they must ‘never forget the principal fact what 

has been taken by force can only be recovered by force’. 17 

The American plan was also accepted by Jordan and Israel 
and endorsed by the Soviet Union, Britain anti France. Both in 
Israel and in the Arab world its acceptance led to political splits. 
In Israel, the six ministers of the right-wing Gahal, led by Beigin, 
resigned from Golda Meir’s coalition cabinet. Nasser’s decision 
was denounced by Syria, Iraq and Algeria and by the Palestinian 
guerrillas. While all the guerrillas attacked the American plan, the 
Fatah leaders were more cautious than their more extreme col- 
leagues about criticizing Nasser himself. They were anxious to 
avoid an open break with Egypt, before it was clear whether the 
peace talks would produce a settlement or not. If the peace talks 
failed, they would have unnecessarily alienated Egypt, which was 
their most important military ally, and they risked being left with 
the support of only Iraq and Syria, neither of whom carried any 
serious military weight against Israel. Indeed, the fear that the 
'eastern front’ would be overrun by Israel in the event of renewed 
war was one of Nasser's reasons for seeking a political solution. 

The cease-fire on the Canal went into effect on 7 August and 
eighteen days later Jarring held preliminary meetings in New York 
with Egyptian, Jordanian and Israeli representatives. But on 6 
September Israel formally withdrew from the talks, claiming that 
Egypt had violated the cease-fire agreement by introducing new 
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anti-aircraft missiles and missile sites into the Canal zone. The 
Egyptians on their side complained that Israel had broken the 
agreement by building new fortifications. Israel, whose claim of 
violations was supported by the United States, refused to resume 
talks until the offending missiles had been withdrawn. 

While the American peace initiative thus ground to a halt, it 
was suddenly dealt a heavy blow from another direction. In 
Jordan the acceptance of the US plan had further increased 
tension between Hussein and the guerrillas. In the first week of 
September intermittent fighting took place in Amman and on a 
smaller scale in northern Jordan, mostly as a result of army 
attacks on the guerrillas. There were hundreds of casualties. 
Cease-fire agreements were made and soon broke down. Each 
side was trying to improve its position with an eye on an eventual 
showdown which appeared inevitable if the American peace move 
brought a settlement with Israel. 

As Jordan drifted to the brink of civil war, the world was 
startled by the news on 6 September that Palestine guerrillas of 
the extreme left-wing Popular Front had attempted the simul- 
taneous hijacking of four international airliners. The attempt on 
one aircraft of the Israeli El A1 airline was foiled after a gun- 
battle in the plane over the North Sea in which one of the hi- 
jackers, an American-Nicaraguan, was shot dead and the other, 
a twenty-four-year-old Palestinian girl, Leila Khaled, was 
arrested and handed over to the British authorities at London 
airport. The second plane, a Pan-American jumbo-jet, landed at 
Cairo airport where it was blown up by the hijackers after the 
passengers and crew had left it. But the two other aircraft, from 
Swissair and the American Trans World Airlines, were flown to a 
desert airstrip in northern Jordan where the passengers and crew 
were held hostage. 

Three days later they were joined by a third aircraft, a British 
BO AC VC-10 airliner, hijacked on its way from the Persian 
Gulf to Beirut. Eventually over 300 passengers and crew were 
being held imprisoned in the three aircraft. The Popular Front 
threatened to blow up the planes with the hostages in them unless 
Palestinian guerrillas held prisoner in other countries were 
released - Leila Khaled in Britain, three men in West Germany 
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and three in Switzerland imprisoned after previous hijackings or 
airport attacks, and an unspecified number, including two 
prominent Algerian officials, detained in Israel. 

All the five governments concerned agreed that any exchange 
deal with the guerrillas must include the release of all the hostages. 
Negotiations on this basis dragged on with the International Com- 
mittee of the Red Cross and other unofficial agents as the main 
intermediaries. Egypt, like most of the other Arab governments 
(with the notable exception at first of Iraq) and the Fatah 
guerrilla organization, had condemned the hijackings as damag- 
ing to the Arab cause in world opinion and called for the un- 
conditional release of the hostages. The British prime minister, 
Edward Heath, secretly sent a message to Nasser asking him to 
help secure the safety and release of the hostages. Egyptian 
diplomacy, backed by Nasser's personal influence, played an im- 
portant part in bringing about the eventual release of all the 
hostages, especially in the last and most difficult stages of the 
negotiation when Jordan was already plunged in a bloody civil 
war. 

The Popular Front at first released some 250 women and 
children and men of nationalities other than American, British, 
Swiss, German and Israeli. Then after blowing up the three 
planes on the airstrip, they brought the remaining fifty-four 
hostages to secret hiding-places in Amman. 

But while the world’s attention was concentrated on the extra- 
ordinary scene at ‘Revolution airport’ where the three plane- 
loads of hostages were guarded by affable but armed guerrillas, 
themselves surrounded in turn by tanks of the Jordan army, the 
smouldering strife between the royal army and the guerrillas had 
elsewhere already begun to explode into open war. The way in 
which the Jordan government was obliged to stand by helplessly 
while the Popular Front strutted on the world stage and defied all 
authority, including that of the main guerrilla body, the Palestine 
Liberation Organization, dominated by Fatah, enraged some of 

the Jordan army officers. They urged the king - if he needed 

ungrng-^toseizohus opportunity to assefhiimsih 
osetnU»ipvNe.T once and for all before it could take over the whole 
country. The more extreme left-wing guerrilla groups had also 
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aroused fears of Communism among the propertied class and 
their less disciplined followers had made themselves unpopular. 
The Fatah was caught between the two extremes, but, faced with 
a challenge to the guerrilla movement as a whole, it was bound 
to close ranks with the Popular Front and other extremists. 

On 16 September, the day after yet another cease-fire agree- 
ment had been signed, King Hussein dismissed the cabinet and 
appointed a military government. 

Within a few hours the Jordan army had begun an all-out 
assault on the guerrilla strongholds in Amman and elsewhere in 
Jordan. The guerrillas resisted fiercely but were outnumbered and 
had only light arms against the Jordan army's artillery and tanks. 
The ensuing civil war and the guerrillas’ appeals for Arab help 
faced Nasser with a terrible dilemma. Insofar as the war was 
about the Palestinian guerrillas’ opposition to a political settle- 
ment with Israel, as envisaged in the Security Council and the 
American peace initiative, Nasser was on the side of Hussein and 
the Jordan government rather than the guerrillas. He had already 
ordered the closing down of the Fatah radio station in Egypt 
because of guerrilla attacks on Egyptian policy. On the other 
hand, on grounds both of international policy and of his reputa- 
tion as a popular radical Ar ab leader (and the two were connected, 
because his effectiveness as a peace-maker with Israel also 
depended on his prestige with the Arabs), he could not approve 
of Hussein’s attempt to destroy the guerrillas, at least at this 
stage. 

Nasser’s attitude to the Palestinian guerrillas had long been 
ambivalent. While disowning some extremist actions of the the 
Popular Front, such as hijacking, he had given the Fatah arms, 
money, training and political facilities, such as a radio station in 
Cairo and a certain diplomatic standing in the Arab world. He 
sympathized with the guerrillas as a national resistance move- 
ment, recognized their popular appeal to the Arab public and 
considered them a useful instrument in the war of attrition against 
Israel. In principle he also approved of their aim of creating a 
unitary secular Palestinian state of Arabs and Jews in place oflsrael 
and western Jordan. In practice, he believed this aim was un- 
realistic and that the majority cf Palestinians, especially those on 
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the West Bank, would, like Nasser himself, accept a compromise 
settlement if it meant the withdrawal of the Israelis from all the 
occupied territories. If such a settlement became possible and the 
guerrillas continued to oppose it, then a tragic conflict might 
become inevitable, but the conflict might be avoided or limited 
in scale; in the last resort all but a hard core of the guerrilla 
leadership would bow to the Wishes of the Palestinian majority 
and those that were still defiant could if necessary be more easily 
crushed. Meanwhile, so long as Israel's attitude made an accept- 
able compromise peace still highly problematical, it was madness 
for the guerrillas and the Arab government to fight each other. 
Moreover, in the case of Jordan the continued existence of the 
guerrillas was an assurance for Nasser that King Hussein would 
not risk making a separate peace with Israel on terms disadvan- 
tageous to Egypt. 

Faced with the Jordan civil war, Nasser's aims were to stop 
the fighting as soon as possible, to save the guerrillas from 
physical destruction and Hussein from political defeat. He was 
appalled at the bloodshed and the scale of this fratricidal struggle. 

Then there was the danger that the civil war might lead to 
international intervention, either by other Arab governments or 
by Israel and the United States. Threats of American intervention, 
if necessary, to save Hussein, especially if there were any serious 
Arab help to the guerrillas, were assiduously leaked from 
Washington. Nasser and other Arab leaders took them seriously.* 

Nasser believed that without outside help the guerrillas were 
doomed to be crushed by the greatly superior forces of the Jordan 
army. So while sending the Fatah arms, ammunition and rein- 
forcements in the shape of men from the three Palestinian regi- 

* In an article in Al Ahram on 1 6 October 1 970, describing the last twenty- 
four hours of Nasser’s life, Hcykal retrospectively justified this belief by 
quoting an article by the New York Times correspondent, Benjamin Welles, 
which described an intervention plan said to have been worked out jointly 
by American and Israeli officials in Washington on 21 September. The plan 
was said to have provided for an attack by Israeli planes and armour against 
Syrian armoured forces entering north Jordan, if these moved south in 
greater strength, and for an American airborne force to land round Amman, 
the whole operation being protected by the US Sixth Fleet and its aircraft 
against Soviet or Egyptian intervention. 
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ments of the Palestinian Liberation Army which were on the 
Egyptian front, he warned Arafat that Egypt could not help him 
by direct military intervention and used all his influence to try to 
bring about a quick cease-fire. At the same time he sent a message 
to the Soviet leader, Brezhnev, asking the Soviet Union to do 
everything in its power to put pressure on the United States not 
to intervene. 17 The Soviet reaction was cautious. Whatever 
private words of warning they may have given in Washington, 
the Russians appear to have been at least equally emphatic in 
telling the Syrian and Iraqi governments to keep out of the 
Jordan fighting and so avoid giving the Americans and Israelis any 
excuse to intervene. 18 The only direct intervention in the fighting 
was a brief token sortie from Syria into northern Jordan by 
troops of the Palestine Liberation Army, the small regular force 
of the PLO, equipped with Syrian army tanks and possibly with 
some Syrian technical support. The Iraqi division in Jordan 
remained passive. 

While mutual deterrence prevented a bigger war, the Arab 
states, meeting in a summit conference in Cairo, were trying to 
mediate in the conflict. In Jordan itself fierce battles continued for 
nine days, especially in Amman. The populated areas of Amman, 
including the Palestinian refugee camps, from which the guerrillas 
were fighting, were ruthlessly shelled by Jordan army artillery and 
armour. Arab public opinion was horrified at the picture of an 
Arab capital besieged and battered by its own army and at 
reports of streets littered with un buried corpses. Estimates of the 
casualties, at first exaggerated, varied from 500 tQ an obviously 
propagandists figure of 20,000. A more plausible figure quoted 
later was 2,000 dead. 

On 26 September both sides agreed to a cease-fire negotiated 
by an Arab mediation mission headed by the Sudanese prime 
minister, General el Numeiry, and the Tunisian prime minister, 
Bahi Ladgham. Both Hussein and Arafat flew to Cairo to discuss 
a settlement with the assembled Arab heads of state and govern- 
ment. Meanwhile the last of the hijacked hostages held by the 
Popular Front had been released unconditionally in Amman. 
Leila Khaled and the six men held by Western Germany and 
Switzerland were freed soon after. 



After interne efforts by Nasser and other Arab leaders the new 
and final cease-fire agreement was signed in Cairo on 27 Septem- 
ber. It included provision for a supervisory mission of military 
and political observers from the Arab states. The guerrillas and 
the army were both to withdraw from the towns and villages and 
the guerrillas would concentrate their forces along the Jordan 
Valley front with Israel. 

In the heat of the battle the guerrilla leaders had demanded the 
departure of Hussein as a condition of peace. Arafat had sworn 
that cooperation with the king was henceforward impossible be- 
cause ‘a sea of blood divides us’. Nasser had to use all his 
prestige, charm and powers of persuasion to bring the two men 
together and produce a new agreement. He was exhausted by the 
long hours of negotiation and the emotional strain. When 
friends urged him to rest during the talks, he is said to have 
replied, ‘there are men, women and children dying. We are in a 
race with death.’ 19 

As he was returning home at Manshiet el Bakr the next day, 28 
September, after the end of the conference, he suffered a heart 
attack and died in his home three hours later. 

Heykal has given a moving account of the last twenty-four 
hours of Nasser's life, of his dealings with Arafat in the Cairo 
conference, and of his collapse and death. 20 

According to Heykal, the final stages of the conference opened 
on the afternoon of 27 September with a stormy meeting at 
which Arafat and Hussein were present together for the first 
time. Heykal describes the tense atmosphere in the conference 
room at the Hilton hotel before Nasser arrived. Hussein and some 
of his officers were in one corner of the room and Arafat in 
another, ‘ hardly able to control himself’. Both Hussein and Arafat 
were carrying pistols. Heykal, only half-jokingly, suggested to 
King Feisal of Saudi Arabia, who was also present, that he should 
‘carry out a disarmament operation’ before the talks began. This 
was something, said Feisal, that only Nasser could do. 

After two and a half hours of talks the meeting adjourned while 
an attempt was made to draft an agreement. Nasser retired to his 
suite on the eleventh floor of the hotel and slept for two hours. He 
then received General el Numeiry and Bahi Ladgham and 
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approved the draft agreement they had prepared. While they were 
discussing the agreement an urgent message arrived from Arafat 
saying that the Jordan army was intensifying its attacks on 
Amman so as to gain control of the city that night. Nasser called 
in Arafat to discuss this message and to try to persuade him to 
accept the draft agreement before the plenary session of the talks 
was resumed. Arafat arrived in a mood of wild Samsonian despair. 
He angrily asked Nasser, ‘How can we trust these people who 
are trying to liquidate us while we are here holding discussions? 
It is no use - we have no choice but to pull the world down on 
their heads and ours, come what may.’ 

Nasser urged Arafat to control himself and keep in mind the 
main objective which was to get a cease-fire as soon as possible. 
He reminded Arafat that he himself needed and had asked for a 
cease-fire because ‘your position in Amman is desperate and your 
men in Irbid are surrounded’. Nor could Arafat expect direct 
Egyptian military intervention to help him. All that Nasser could 
do was to try to gain time to increase the guerrillas’ power of 
resistance so as to achieve ‘a reasonable solution * and to prevent 
‘a deadly blow to the resistance which would hamper the unity 
of the Arab fighting forces’. With a veiled threat of abandonment 
of the guerrillas, Nasser warned Arafat that he could end the 
conference at that moment because from his own point of view it 
had already achieved much politically. But, Nasser concluded, 
a cease-fire must remain the objective because it would give 
Arafat the chance to reappraise his situation and redeploy his 
forces. 

Nasser’s mixture of persuasion and pressure, of sympathy and 
realism, was effective. The agreement was accepted by Arafat and 
the conference that evening. Meeting Nasser afterwards, Heykal 
expressed his astonishment. Nasser, laughing, asked him what 
was the matter. Heykal glumly replied that the agreement had not 
changed the opinion he had expressed during the fighting. ‘I still 
say that the Arab mentality is reverting to instinct. Our thoughts 
are ashes and our emotions are fire. ... we are still tribesmen; 
we are angry one moment and calm the next. We draw guns on 
each other and then we shake hands and embrace as if nothing 
had happened.’ Nasser laughed again and said, ‘Stop this 



philosophizing , now . . ..leave ft for tomorrow when you will 
have time to indulge in it .’ 21 * 

At 1 pjm. the next day, 28 September, Nasser telephoned 
Heykal at his office at /*/ Ahram. From his voice he sounded 
extremely tired. He said he would rest after seeing off the ruler of 
Kuweit at the airport. Heykal suggested he went to Alexandria 
for a holiday. Nasser replied,* ‘I cannot go while I am so tired. I 
will sleep here all day and then I will think about going to 
Alexandria.’ 

In perhaps his last political act, Nasser gave Heykal a message 
for Donald Bergus, the head of the American diplomatic mission 
in Cairo, to take to President Nixon who was then on a visit to 
the Mediterranean and the Sixth Fleet. The message was to inform 
Nixon that Nasser was still striving for a peaceful solution with 
Israel based on the Security Council resolution, but that ‘the up- 
roar they are creating about the missiles [the anti-aircraft missiles 
which Israel and the United States had accusgd Egypt of intro- 
ducing illegally into the cease-fire standstill zone on the Suez 
Canal] has gone beyond all limits and is illogical’. Nasser told 
Heykal ‘I do not think they will understand anything. Neverthe- 
less I want our position to be clear - even if only for ourselves - 
and let them do as they wish.’ Nasser added : ‘1 might not contact 
you tonight because I am going to sleep.’ Then, writes Heykal, ‘I 
found myself saying impulsively: “Good night.” Laughing, 
Nasser said: “Not yet, it is still day.” That was the last time l 
heard his voice. . . .* 

As he was saying good-bye to the ruler of Kuweit at the airport 
Nasser felt dizzy and began to sweat heavily. He was driven home 
and the doctors were called. When Heykal reached the presidency 
the end was already near. Nasser lay on his bed in pyjamas sur- 
rounded by doctors. Heykal was joined by Aly Sabry, Hussein 
esh-Shafei and Anwar es-Sadat who recited some verses from the 
Koran. General Mahmoud Fawzi ‘entered in great dismay just 
as a doctor said: “Everything is over.” General Fawzi said 
bitterly: “No, impossible. Continue your work. ...” All the 
doctors cried. Tears fell, a deluge of tears. . . ,’ 22 

The news of Nasser’s death was announced officially in a 
broadcast the same evening by Vice-President Anwar Sadat, who 
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had been appointed Nasser’s deputy in November 1969 and under 
the constitution was his provisional successor. 

As the news spread, Egyptians crowded into the streets in wild 
demonstrations of grief. Men wept, women wailed and scratched 
their faces. Demonstrators marched through Cairo crying 
‘Nasser is not dead’. For the funeral three days later, millions of 
Egyptians poured into Cairo from all over the country and 
blocked the procession as it passed through the streets. Every 
vantage point, roof-top, balcony, statue, palm tree, was black 
with people. The foreign statesmen, including the Soviet prime 
minister, Kosygin, who had come as official mourners, had to 
retire from the procession after the first few yards. Tt was the day 
of the Egyptian people, the humble millions. 23 

The widespread international anxiety caused by Nasser's 
death was a recognition - however belated in some quarters - of 
the importance of his role as an Arab as well as an Egyptian 
leader. The Arab world seemed to be left without a unifying and 
responsible leadership at a critical moment both for itself and for 
world peace. There were fears in both West and East that both 
inside Egypt and the Arab world Nasser’s departure would be 
followed by a period of confusion and possibly of conflict. In 
Egypt there might be a struggle between rival army and civilian 
groups, and between liberals wanting to return to a freer parlia- 
mentary system and left-wing radicals demanding a Yugoslav- 
type political regime. Attention was focused on several possible 
rivals for the succession - Vice-President Sadat; Vice-President 
Hussein esh-Shafei: Aly Sabry, a former Vice-President and 
leading member of the Arab Socialist Union and said to have the 
blessing of the Russians; former Vice-President Zacharia 
Mohieddin, in retirement since 1968 and favoured by the Ameri- 
cans; Mohammed Hassancin Hcykal, the Minister of National 
Guidance and editor of Al Ahrami and General Mohammed 
Fawzi, the Minister of War, In the wings stood the lesser known 
but powerful figure of Sharawy el Gomaa, who as Minister of the 
Interior had controlled most of the internal security system except 
for Nasser’s own personal ultra-secret service. But at first at least the 
emphasis was on stability, continuity and constitutional decorum. 
A collective leadership replaced Nasser’s personal rule. All the 
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likely rivals for the succession are said to have met together and 
agreed on a proper constitutional course to be worked out through 
consultationsbetween the cabinet, the Higher Executive Committee 
of the Arab Socialist Union and the National Assembly. Anwar es- 
Sadat was nominated as the new President by the National 
Assembly and was confirmed in office by a national plebiscite on 
15 October 1970. He pledged himself to continue Nasser’s 
policies in all fields. He appointed as prime minister one of 
Egypt’s elder statesmen, the seventy-year-old Dr Mahmoud 
Fawzi, a diplomat with an international reputation who was 
formerly foreign minister and then Nasser’s chief adviser on 
foreign affairs. The appointment and the composition of Dr 
Fawzi’s cabinet were signs that Egypt was looking cautiously for 
peace abroad and for prudent reassurance and perhaps some 
greater liberalization at home. One of the first actions of the new 
government was to renew the cease-fire with Israel for another 
ninety days and call for the resumption of pea^e talks through Dr 
Jarring. Another was to order a cut in price of some consumer 
goods and services. The position of the Egyptian regime in the 
Arab world was also strengthened by changes in Iraq and Syria 
in the aftermath of the Jordan civil war, which brought to the 
top leaders more favourable to cooperation with Cairo. 

It appeared probable that any future struggle for the leadership 
of Egypt would depend less on particular personalities than on 
the rival influence of groups and institutions that had developed 
since Nasser’s revolution - the army and the ‘army class’, the 
Arab Socialist Union, the bureaucracy and especially the mana- 
gerial and technocratic class which controlled a large part of the 
socialized economy. But there was also a reasonable prospect 
that one of Nasser’s main legacies to Egypt would prove to 
be an enlarged middle class of educated men, capable of 
ensuring efficient and stable government on a more democratic 
basis. 

When I last saw Nasser, I asked him what he considered his 
greatest achievement. Nasser thought for a minute or two and 
then said it was the original coup of 1952: although it had been 
easy, it was long in preparation and without it he could have 
done nothing that followed. The main achievement of the 
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revolution had been to create greater equality of opportunity 
and to bring the social classes in Egypt nearer to each other. 
There was still much poverty in Egypt ‘but my driver’s son is 
able to go to university while my daughter could not get in 
because she had not high enough marks. So I had to send my 
daughter to the American University here and pay £100 a year 
for her, while my driver’s son got into Cairo university free. Some 
think the nationalization of the Suez Canal Company or the 
1961 nationalization were the main achievements but they were 
only steps towards the aim of equality of opportunity.’ 

What of the future of the Arab world, its unity and develop- 
ment? Nasser replied that the present situation, the war and its 
aftermath, would affect the Arab world in ways that could not 
yet be foreseen. ‘Young people will be the dominant factor in the 
Arab countries. Education is spreading everywhere and this 
will change things. . . . There may be a leap - or a dialogue - no 
one knows.’ 



Chapter 20 
Conclusions 


Nasser died when his greatest test of statesmanship in making 
peace or war was yet to come.- But whatever the outcome of the 
still unsettled conflict with Israel, some of the changes Nasser 
had already helped to bring about in Egypt, in the Arab world 
and in the ‘Third World’ of Afro-Asia and the non-aligned 
countries are likely to endure and to influence his successors. 

The Six-Day War was a colossal blunder with disastrous 
consequences for the Arabs. Yet if Egypt’s defeat by Israel had 
led to Nasser’s fall he would have been remembered by most 
Arabs, even his enemies, not, as Hitler has been by most 
Germans, with shame, but as Frenchmen remembered Napoleon 
in Stendhal’s day, with tragic pride. If the rgst of the world, 
especially Westerners, find this difficult to understand, it is only 
partly because some of them were Nasser’s opponents or even his 
victims. It is also because of several factors which affect Western 
understanding of the Arabs and their leaders in general and of 
Nasser in particular. The first is the habit, natural enough but 
often misleading, of drawing parallels between Middle Eastern 
leaders and Western political figures. The second is the barrier 
of the Arabic language, or to be more precise a literary barrier. A 
third factor was the complexity of Nasser’s own character, his 
lack of understanding of Western society, and the two voices, 
of reason and of violence, in which he alternately addressed 
it. 

If Western comparisons must be sought for non-European 
leaders like Nasser, they are probably best found not in the pre- 
war Europe of Fascist reaction or the aggressive chauvinism of 
powerful modern industrial states, but rather in the Europe of the 
mid-nineteenth century, not in terms of Hitler and Mussolini but 
of Mazzini, Cavour or Bismarck. The Middle East of these past 
fifty years has resembled that era of ethnic or linguistic national- 
isms struggling against multi-racial empires, of the unification of 
nations on linguistic and cultural bases, of the age of industriali- 
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zation, the spread of education, the rise of radicalism and the 
decay of faith under the impact of science. 

It is, however, much easier for a European or American to 
place a Frenchman, an Englishman and a German or even a 
Russian politically or historically, because of their vast familiar 
cultural and social hinterland. This already existing backcloth 
of literature, with the intuitive knowledge fed by novels and a 
common religious and moral consciousness, enables them to be 
seen by their fellow-Europeans in three dimensions. 

With the Arabs this illuminating background is mostly missing. 
The Arabs themselves have only recently begun to cicate their 
culture and literature anew and a vital part of theii present 
revolution is to establish a modern identity for themselves. The 
growing modern literature of the Arab world is only now slowly 
becoming available in translation. As a result most Arabs, in- 
cluding political leaders, tend to be seen outside the Arab world 
as stereotypes or caricatures, flat and faceless figures in a con- 
ventional Oriental landscape. 

But even without these handicaps, Nasser would still have been 
a difficult man to assess. His career was full of dramatic changes 
of fortune and his character was a mass of contradictions. On 
one side he was a man of determination and broad vision, a 
patient builder and organizer. He was very Egyptian in his 
down-to-earth practicality, his humour, his pride and easy 
magnanimity, his touch of Muslim fatalism and his ability to 
gain strength from feeling part of an ancient, intimate community. 
But he strangely combined passion and calculation. There was 
an emotional, impulsive side to him that, under the sting of pride 
or the spur of ambition, made him capable of risking much of 
his patient work on a sudden gambler's throw. The Six-Day War 
was not his first mistake of this kind. He also initially miscalcu- 
lated the likely course of events in the Suez crisis but then 
brilliantly retrieved the situation. He misjudged the degree of 
commitment he was taking on in the Yemen and its high cost to 
Egypt, though his basic political assessment of the revolution 
there proved more accurate than that of his enemies. He rushed 
ill-prepared and against his own better judgement into the 
union with Syria, but on the whole this was an honourable 
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failure that did his political reputation less lasting harm than a 
refusal to accept the challenge might have done. 

He was both frank and secretive, a proclaimer of bold truths 
and capable of unblushing lies. He tried to involve the public 
in political action to a degree unprecedented in Egyptian and 
Arab history, but was haunted by conspiratorial obsessions and 
relied in the end on his personal authority. He had great private 
charm and a flair for judging popular sentiment but lacked the 
common touch. He was not a great demagogue except in mo- 
ments of angry crisis when his passion and sardonic humour 
flashed to the surface: his oratory tended to be laboured, repeti- 
tive and full of cliches, but his earnestness conveyed a certain 
massive power. 

It was perhaps these very contradictions which created his 
appeal to the Egyptians and the Arab public. He appealed in the 
first place because of his seriousness. Even his greatest political 
mistakes did not basically affect his reputation as a man un- 
selfishly dedicated in his public activity and modest and un- 
corrupted in his private life. But neither such respect nor patient 
constructive work would alone have served Nasser's need to 
galvanize the Egyptians and the Arabs out of apathy and into 
revolutionary energy and greater self-reliance. For this a certain 
display of daring and audacity was required, to stir the popular 
imagination and encourage the self-confidence needed to face 
the modem world. In doing so he risked disaster when the human 
and material resources at his disposal failed to match his ambi- 
tions or the tasks he was attempting. In his zig-zags between 
plodding reform and bursts of apparently reckless adventure 
and the lurid language in which his propaganda machine ex- 
pressed them, he also helped unwittingly to build up around 
himself and the Arabs an international image of untrustworthi- 
ness and violence. But it was primarily on acts not words that 
Nasser built his Arab reputation: other Arab leaders had radio 
stations, and some were better speakers. Nasser's main asset was 
not the ‘Voice of the Arabs' but the economic and social reforms 
in Egypt, the Soviet arms deal, the nationalizing of the Suez 
Canal Company, the building of the High Dam and the union 
with Syria. 
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The failure of the Syrian merger underlined one of Nasser’s 
failings, his inability to share power. He could not find the 
means of cooperation with groups, such as the Baathists, who 
had similar aims but different political methods. The fault here 
was not all on his side. As its subsequent history showed, the 
Baath was not only extraordinarily resilient and persistent but 
also confused in its thinking and riven by endless faction fights. 
But while they were often dangerously wrong-headed, the 
Baathists also represented probably the most vital creative spark 
in the political life of Syria and to a lesser extent of Iraq, especi- 
ally among the younger generation. Nasser failed to find a method 
of harnessing their energies. Similarly in Egypt he was for long 
unable to find a common language with part of the intelligentsia 
whose strongest ties were with European culture, who sympa- 
thized with his aims but criticized his methods, and who resented 
the lack of political freedom. 

Nasser's clash with the West was the result partly of his anti- 
imperialist drive and partly of Western policies. It was also, like 
his difficulties with Egyptian and Syrian intellectuals, a product 
of his world view which was influenced by his erratic education 
and lack of first-hand knowledge of Western countries. He was 
a man of powerful intelligence and broad practical knowledge, 
but of limited general culture. In his picture of the Egyptian geo- 
political position, with its three circles of the Arab world, Islam 
and Africa, he exaggerated the strength and possible cohesion 
of the Arab countries and neglected the link with Europe through 
the Mediterranean. While stressing Europe’s dependence on 
Arab oil, he failed to grasp the positive ways in which Western 
Europe and the Near East are strategically, economically and 
culturally complementary, more so even than North and South 
America. 

Nasser was not inherently or culturally hostile to the West. 
The norm of a civilized state which he carried in the back of. his 
mind as the aim towards which he hoped to lead Egypt was 
probably something like the social-democratic welfare states of 
Western Europe, though he showed only a limited understanding 
of the way a political democracy works. Nor was there a neces- 
sary conflict between his policy and the real, as opposed to the 
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imagined, interests of the Western Powers in the Middle East, 
except over the status of Israel. But, even apart from the Israel 
aspect, and even when British and French imperialism had 
almost vanished from the Arab countries, Nasser was unable 
to present an attractive and convincing picture of the Arabs as 
possible constructive partners, of the West. He tried occasionally 
to soothe Western fears - about oil, about the Canal, about 
Communism and Russia, even at times about strategic needs, 
as in the 1954 agreement with Britain on the Canal Zone base - 
but he was never conciliatory in his language for long enough to 
offset the picture of hatred and trouble-making created by his 
efforts, as a rebellious and suspicious under-dog, to shake off 
an old master without taking on a new one. It was true that the 
West was slow to realize that for Britain in particular, and for 
Western Europe in general, the only basis for a Middle East 
policy, once the military power and will to dominate was lost, 
was Arab goodwill and common interest. Bat it was equally 
true that the Arabs needed the goodwill and cooperation of 
Western Europe if they were not to be dominated by Russia or 
the United States or both, who have the power to impose them- 
selves or at least to divide the Middle'East between them. 

A similar failure to hold out a constructive or positive alter- 
native to conflict marked Nasser’s policy towards Israel. The 
Arab-Israel conflict is sui generis and its nature and history leave 
the leaders on either side with limited room for manoeuvre. It 
may very well never be solved until it is overshadowed for both 
parties by bigger dangers or wider opportunities, or until both 
Zionism and pan-Arab nationalism give way as political creeds 
either to more local forms of patriotism or to political doctrines 
of a more universal kind. 

Until 1967, Nasser was more willing and able than most Arab 
leaders to accept a prolonged coexistence with Israel, but he was 
unable or unwilling to go further and use such coexistence as a 
preparation for peace rather than a postponement of war. It is 
true that Ben Gurion’s activist policy of force and no compromise 
made progress towards peace difficult. But Nasser could not rise 
above the Arabs’ own deep sense of grievance and of danger to 
address the Israelis themselves in language which showed some 
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understanding of the hopes and fears behind their aggressiveness. 
In the crisis of 1967 he offered no clear prospect to the Israeli 
public of a viable settlement but only of a quick or slow sur- 
render. After the 1967 war Nasser was ready to accept an Israeli 
state in practice while, like most Arabs, rejecting it in principle. 
But he offered no serious alternative political relationship 
between the Israelis and the Arabs, except the avoidance of 
war, on which a future peace could be built. The P alestinian 
guerrillas appeared to go further in speaking of Jews and Arabs 
sharing a democratic Palestine state. But this concept needed to 
be worked out in greater detail and its practical variations, such 
as federation or confederation, studied for it ever to have any 
appeal to most Israelis remotely comparable with that of the 
consolidation of their own separate state. 

Similarly, Nasser’s refusal or inability to accept direct nego- 
tiations with the Israeli leaders or to commit himself to a full 
and permanent peace, though understandable in the circum- 
stances of Arab politics, weakened Arab influence on world 
opinion and, perhaps more important, on opinion inside Israel. 
The most powerful inducement Nasser could have held out to the 
Israelis to make concessions would have been the prospect of a 
full and final peace, but this was the one card that Arab public 
opinion seemed to prevent him from playing, at least so long as 
Israeli forces were still occupying Arab territory. 

Yet Nasser probably went further in the direction of a per- 
manent peace settlement than any other Arab leader could have 
done without being deserted by the opinion of the Arab majority. 
And while his long-term view of Arab-Israeli relations may have 
been less imaginative or ideologically attractive than that of the 
Palestinian guerrillas, his policy of accepting the state of Israel as 
part of a compromise settlement was in the short-term far more 
realistic than the guerrilla programme for a generation of war. 

The rigidity was by no means all on one side. If Nasser and 
the Arab leaders failed to offer a picture of peaceful coexistence 
which looked convincing to two million or more Israelis, the 
Israeli leaders’ picture of peace did not persuade the Arabs that 
they had begun to take seriously the needs of the two million or 
more Palestinian Arabs. Neither Israelis nor Palestinian Arabs 
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had yet really begun to see each other as people with whom they 
must continue to live side by side; they still mostly thought of 
each other as merely threats or obstacles to be controlled or 
eliminated. 

Nasser has been compared with Mohammed Ali, for his 
economic development schemes, his personal rule and his 
attempts to make Egyptian influence felt in the Arab countries of 
the East. But Mohammed Ali was a foreigner, not an Egyptian, 
who saw Egypt as his personal fief to be managed so as to pro- 
duce the greatest possible revenue for his own purse and his own 
ambitions. The Egyptian society Nasser was trying to build was 
more generous and humane than that conceived by Mohammed 
Ali. His idea of Egyptian action in the Arab world was more 
coherent and constructive than Mohammed Ali’s and less simply 
imperialistic. Nasser was less ruthless and a less able soldier. 
He was guilty of some brutalities both inside Egypt and outside. 
In Egypt there were dark blots like the political concentration 
camps in the desert where Communists, Muslim Brothers and 
others were sent. There were torture and spying by the political 
police, the censorship of the press and radio, and the endless 
propaganda. Outside Egypt there were the bombing, including 
gas bombing, of villages in the Yemen and the operation of secret 
intelligence agents. But among revolutions the Egyptian must 
be counted as one of the least bloody. 

Nasser used arbitrary police action as one instrument of power 
but it would not be accurate to describe Egypt under his rule as 
simply a ‘ police state’. There was a large element of consent, 
discussion and persuasion involved. Most of the aims of the 
regime were in line with a broad national consensus. The brutali- 
ties and repression of criticism under Nasser were less severe than 
under many other dictatorships or more truly totalitarian states, 
including some previous Egyptian governments and other Arab 
governments to which Britain and other Western Powers had 
given their blessing and about whose secret police and political 
prisons the Western press was usually more discreetly silent than 
in the case of Egypt. Although the secret police kept a close watch 
to stifle any open organized opposition - in the universities, for 
example, there were special police to control the students - 
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there was critical comment both publicly within the Arab 
Socialist Union and in the National Assembly, and even more 
in private, even in conversation with foreigners. Censorship, 
the socialization of the press and government control of radio and 
television limited the flow of accurate information about public 
affairs and informed comment on it, though Nasser in many 
long speeches provided a mass of information. Foreign news- 
papers were also sometimes cut and foreign broadcasts in Arabic 
jammed, but the flow of information - especially through foreign 
broadcasts, books, magazines and newspapers, limited as they 
also were by foreign exchange shortages, as well as thi ough the 
many foreign visitors - was still free enough for an educated 
Egyptian, armed with his strong native scepticism, to obtain in 
time a reasonably reliable picture of the outside world. In this 
respect Egypt remained a much more ‘open society’ than any 
Communist country; it was more often about their own country’s 
affairs that the regime kept the Egyptians too much in the dark. 
It is probable that Nasser could have allowed Egyptian society 
to become a good deal more ‘open’ - as he had indeed promised 
in response to the students' protests, but failed to do - without 
seriously weakening his authority. 

Until June 1967, Nasser's reputation as an Egyptian ruler 
seemed to be securely based on his achievement of complete 
national independence, the nationalization of the Suez Canal 
Company, the building of the High Darn and the relative success 
of a broad programme of modernization, education, social 
reform and economic development. His success in these respects 
was qualified by his failure to create a self-sustaining dynamic 
political system which could dispense with the support of the 
army, arbitrary police action and censorship, by the ineffective 
restraints on Egypt’s rapid population growth, by the persistence 
of massive unemployment and rural poverty and by the accumu- 
lation of a large foreign debt. 

In the Arab world, despite the failure of the Egyptian-Syrian 
merger, the costly involvement in the Yemen, the lack of pro- 
gress towards solving the Palestine problem and the suspicion 
and hostility of other Arab governments, both ‘conservative’ 
and ‘progressive’, Nasser was still the most influential Arab 
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leader. He was the most powerful symbol of radical pan-Arab 
nationalism with its aspirations of complete independence from 
foreign powers, Arab unity, modernization and greater social 
justice. In the ‘Third World’ he had established himself as one 
of the leading exponents of non-alignment, but deeply committed 
to the anti-colonial and anti-itpperial struggle in the Arab world 
and Africa. 

How far must this assessment be revised in the light of the 
1967 defeat and Nasser’s struggle to recover during the last three 
years of his life? 

At first sight, the assumptions most in question concern Egypt’s 
national independence, her Arab leadership and her doctrine of 
non-alignment - in other words, Nasser’s foreign policy. Having 
at last freed Egyptian territory of foreign military occupation 
with the departure of the British in 1956, Nasser little more than 
ten years later saw Israeli forces occupying the Sinai Peninsula 
and claiming to remain indefinitely in at least one corner of it, at 
Sharm esh-Sheikh. Having gained full control of the Suez Canal, 
he then saw it closed and useless and with one bank occupied by 
the Israelis. Having rejected a Western alliance and protection 
in the pursuit of complete independence and non-alignment, he 
found himself relying on Russian diplomatic and military sup- 
port, with Soviet warships using Egyptian ports, Soviet officers 
training the Egyptian army in the use of Soviet weapons and 
taking part in the air defence of Cairo and Alexandria. Having 
sought financial independence and economic aid without political 
strings, he was faced with a foreign indebtedness of £1,000 mill- 
ion and dependence on subsidies from other Arab governments, 
including his chief Arab opponent, King Feisal of Saudi Arabia. 

There are, however, grounds for arguing that these develop- 
ments were of a transitory character and did not fundamentally 
reverse the changes that established Egyptian independence. The 
Israelis were unlikely to stay in Sinai for more than a few years 
longer, whether the issue was settled by peace or war. Even if 
they kept troops longer at Sharm esh-Sheikh, the political 
significance of their presence there would be far less than the 
presence of scores of thousands of British troops in the Canal 
Zone. The Russians had not yet been able to turn Egypt into a 
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satellite: they had no combat troops in Egypt comparable with 
the former British forces and capable of enforcing their will as in 
Czechoslovakia. At the peak of their struggle to hold their 
military position in Egypt, the British had as many as 80,000 
troops in the Suez Canal Zone, an organized fighting army with 
all supporting arms. The Russians had no such organized combat 
units in Egypt capable of taking over the country or dominating 
the government. The bulk of the Russians in Egypt were officers 
and technicians training the Egyptian forces, with perhaps a few 
hundred more manning anti-aircraft missiles and flying jet 
fighters. The rest were working as advisers in industrial installa- 
tions supplied and built by the Soviet Union. These were gradu- 
ally withdrawn and replaced by Egyptians as the latter were 
trained - the number of Russian working on the High Dam had 
already dropped from 2,000 to a dozen or so supervising the 
power station. These few thousand scattered Soviet personnel 
would scarcely have been strong enough in numbers, organization 
or arms to seize control of Egypt or to resist if at any time Nasser 
had decided to send them away. Nor would the Russians have 
been in a position easily to move more substantial forces into 
Egypt unless they were invited to do so by some new Communist- 
controlled regime in Cairo. 

But what of other forms of Soviet penetration in Egyptian 
society? The Russians lacked in Egypt the two other main 
instruments which had enabled them to control their East 
European satellites - they controlled neither the kev positions 
in the internal security services nor an effective Communist 
party apparatus. They had no doubt done their best to build 
up sympathizers within the Egyptian armed services and with- 
in the Arab Socialist Union, the main civilian political organi- 
zation, as well as among the students sent to the Soviet bloc 
for study, and the technical intelligentsia and industrial workers 
among whom they worked in Egypt. But although in a general 
way their influence and prestige had increased, there was no 
serious evidence that they had succeeded in creating a sub- 
servient, Communist-dominated political or military network 
capable of seizing and maintaining power. Nor indeed was it 
certain that they had tried to do so - they were extremely careful 
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to behave correctly and to give no appearance of interference in 
Egypt’s internal affairs. After all, part of their purpose in Egypt 
was to prove - as against Peking’s thesis of revolutionary soli- 
darity with Communists everywhere - that in certain countries, 
especially in the Third World, it was better to cooperate with 
nationalist progressive but bourgeois regimes, even at the expense 
of local Communists. Indeed, one of the most striking aspects of 
Egypt when Nasser died, was the extent to which, in its external 
relations, Egyptian culture and education were still dominated 
overwhelmingly by Western, especially British, French and 
American, influences. The majority of students still went to the 
West; English and French were widely spoken and very little 
Russian. There were still many important schools and even a 
university (the American university in Cairo) conducted in the 
English or French languages - but not in Russian. There were 
officially supported newspapers published in Cairo and Alex- 
andria in English or French but not in Russian. There were 
innumerable long-standing ties of a cultural, economic and 
personal character between Egyptians and Europe and America. 
Russia was distant and strange, understood as a military or 
diplomatic power, welcome temporarily as an ally, alien and 
abstract as an ideological system. As people, Russians were 
unfamiliar. 

This situation was changing slowly, especially as the economic 
ties between Egypt and the Soviet bloc developed. But Nasser 
could still at any time have sent away the Soviet officers and tech- 
nicians with his army, if he had been prepared to pay the price. 
What stopped him was that the price would have been the weaken- 
ing of Egypt’s defences and the probable loss of Soviet military 
and economic aid. His relations with Russia were conditioned by 
the conflict with Israel and by the policies of the Western Powers. 
A settlement with Israel and better relations with the West 
would have enabled him to reduce his military and economic de- 
pendence on Moscow, without having to engage in the kind of 
desperate struggle that was required to end the British occupation. 
Such a change might not have been entirely unwelcome to the 
Russians themselves. For the Soviet mi litary commitment to Egypt 
had become both expensive and potentially embarrassing to 
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Moscow, while both Nasser and the Russians would probably 
have liked the economic relations built up to continue. 

Similarly, it was unlikely that the Canal would remain closed 
for ever. And even if its future importance were reduced by the 
development of alternative routes and of giant oil tankers, it 
would continue to earn foreign exchange, supplemented by a 
parallel oil pipe-line from Suez to Alexandria. There was also a 
good prospect that within a few years Egypt’s own oil exports 
would enable her to relieve some of her foreign indebtedness, 
1 educe her balance-of-payments deficit and dispense with Arab 
subsidies. 

Nevertheless, the June defeat raised in more acute form the 
question as to whether a country as materially weak and geo- 
graphically exposed as Egypt could afford a foreign policy which 
tried to combine non-alignment and reliance on foreign economic 
development aid with a militant anti-imperialism. For, in prac- 
tice, anti-imperialist militancy meant frequent collision with the 
strongest world power and an important source of economic aid, 
the United States, as well as friction with Britain and occasionally 
other Western Powers whose political goodwill and economic 
help could also have been useful to Egypt. Nasser tried to streng- 
then Egypt’s position and reduce her vulnerability by mobilizing 
the Arabs behind his policy and relying more heavily on Russian 
military and economic aid. But the June war showed that the 
Arabs could not provide an effective military support nor could 
Russian aid compensate for the hostility of the United States. 
Yet Nasser’s choices were at first limited by the political circum- 
stances of Egypt and the Arab world and by the policies of the 
Great Powers. Egyptian and Arab opinion was strongly opposed 
to foreign military alliances. It was both anti-Western, because of 
the Palestine question and the continued British and French 
domination of parts of the Arab world, and anti-Communist. 
Nasser could not have openly aligned himself with either the 
Western or Soviet blocs. In his early years, he was prepared for a 
tacit military link with the West, but this tvas blocked by the 
unsettled conflict with Israel and the Western attempt to organize 
a formal Arab alliance through the Baghdad Pact. 

To mobilize the Arabs behind non-alignment meant also 
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espousing Arab causes more actively over Palestine and the 
remaining Western imperial footholds in the Arab world, as 
well as resisting attempted Communist penetration. It meant 
trying to give body to the positive vision of Arab unity which 
was also in Nasser’s mind. 

The first element in this vision - an Arab world of independent 
states free of foreign imperial control or open foreign alliances - 
had been almost completely fulfilled before Nasser died. The 
British and French had withdrawn their rule and their forces 
from all the Arab countries they formerly controlled, except 
for the last small vestiges of a British military commitment in 
the Persian Gulf which was due to end in 1971. Since 1952 the 
number of independent Arab states had doubled from seven to 
fourteen: in several of them there had been revolutions aimed 
at making this independence complete and at reforming domestic 
government. This change was not, of course, all Nasser’s doing 
but he contributed powerfully to the movement of ideas which 
brought it about. 

The second element in this vision, common Arab action in 
defence and foreign policy, was never fully achieved and oc- 
curred only sporadically and ineffectively among small and 
changing groups of Arab states. The third element, political or 
constitutional Arab unity, was tried seriously and unsuccessfully 
by Nasser in the short-lived union with Syria and less seriously 
in the abortive talks on federation between Egypt, Syria and Iraq 
in 1963. The experience of the union with Syria led Nasser to 
the view that constitutional unity was possible only between 
countries with similar political and social systems and his aim 
became to set the pattern of common Arab development through 
the operation of ‘Arab socialism’ in Egypt itself. Nasser’s inter- 
vention in the Yemen appeared to contradict this idea of unity 
and socialism by peaceful example, but it was an opportunist 
miscalculation rather than a basic change of policy. 

The fourth element in Nasser’s Arab concept was the coordi- 
nation of the economic resources of the Arab world to carry out 
a common regional development programme and in order to 
strengthen the Arab's international bargaining position. This 
also made little progress but was an aspect of Arab unity that 
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assumed increasing importance in Nasser’s mind in his last 
years. 

Some reflection of how Nasser’s ideas of Arab nationalism and 
unity had evolved in the light of the June defeat may be gained 
from an article by Heykal in Al Ahram at the beginning of 1968, 
entitled, ‘Changes in the Arab land*. Arab nationalism, declared 
Heykal, had been too concerned with the past and not enough 
with the future. Although it was true that the Arabs had a 
common language and a common way of thinking, this did not 
mean they necessarily had a common future. A common future 
was governed only by common interests. By virtue of common 
interests. Western Europe, despite past enmities, was now achiev- 
ing more united action than the Arabs had achieved through 
their legacy of unity in the past. Only large continental-size 
states could now develop alone and the Arabs needed a com- 
prehensive economic development plan. The problem was how 
to achieve economic unity without creating political disputes 
between the Arab states which would destroy their consciousness 
of a common future. 1 

This book has traced Nasser's career through the three phases 
identified as the ‘Egyptian Revolution’, ‘Arab Nationalism’ and 
‘Arab Socialism’. Some writers* have seen Nasser’s career as 
rising to a peak in 1961 and then, after the break-up of the 
UAR and the introduction of ‘Arab Socialism’, going into a 
decline. It is true that Nasser's international influence and 
prestige was at its zenith in 1960, as was that of the non-aligned 
leaders in general. The establishment and breakdown of the 
UAR also was the high-water mark of Nasser’s capacity to 
create a close Arab political union. His break with the Syrian 
Baathists also set a limit to his influence over the Arab radical 
intelligentsia. But, in perspective, it may now be argued that the 
period of Arab Socialism between 1961 and the 1967 war, far 
from being one of decline, was precisely when Nasser made his 
most lasting contribution to Arab development. For his efforts 
to industrialize Egypt and transform Egyptian society are likely 
to have a more important effect on the future of the Arab world 


*For example, Tom Little in Modern Egypt. 
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than his campaign in the Yemen, his cold war with King Feisal 
or the Syrian Baathists, or even the defeat by Israel. 

The June defeat had at first an adverse psychological effect on 
the national self-confidence which Nasser had striven to in- 
culcate. The need to rearm and prepare for the recovery of the 
occupied territories imposed a heavy new defence burden and a 
diversion of resources from civilian needs. But the defeat never- 
theless had surprisingly little impact on the general course of 
Egypt’s economic and social development. What difference did 
Nasser’s domestic policies make to the Egyptian people compared 
with their situation in 1952? What did ‘Arab Socialism’ mean to 
the average Egyptian? 

In a country with problems of poverty and over-population 
on the scale of Egypt’s and limited national resources, it was not 
to be expected that any government, however virtuous or how- 
ever efficient, could cure them or even substantially reduce them 
in less than twenty years. But it might be hoped that some of the 
worst abuses could be ended and a start made along a construc- 
tive path. This, at least, Nasser could fairly claim to have done 
in many respects. 

The High Dam and its power station were completed in July 
1970; the complementary electrification and land reclamation 
schemes, though slowed down by the costs of the war with 
Israel, are moving steadily ahead. They will usher in a new era 
in both agriculture and industry, though this will not mean a 
quick alleviation of the crushing poverty that is still the lot of the 
great majority of Egyptians. The increase in agricultural produc- 
tion had been keeping just ahead of the increase in population, 
while industry, on which the reduction of unemployment and 
an increased standard of living must primarily depend, had been 
expanding more rapidly. By 1970 the population was increasing 
at the rate of a million a year. Forty-five per cent of the popula- 
tion were under sixteen and health standards were rising. Both 
a faster economic growth rate and more intensive efforts at birth 
control were therefore needed if the hoped-for improvements 
in living standards were to be achieved. Since 1952 there had been 
a small increase in per capita national income and a more equal 
distribution of national wealth. The benefits had been felt less 
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in increased money incomes than in improved social services - 
more free schools, hospitals and clinics, cheap housing and limited 
social insurance - and their effect varied among different classes 
or groups of the population. Sixty per cent of Egyptians still 
lived and worked on the land. Among them those who had gained 
most were the medium farmers and the one-and-a-half million 
people who had benefited from the land reform. Their incomes 
had increased from better government-aided production and 
marketing methods, cheaper credit and to a certain extent from 
rent control, though this was often ineffective. But for the 
millions of landless and often unemployed agricultural labourers 
and their families there was little increase in earnings unless 
they were able to find work in the towns. The legislation fixing 
minimum wages for agricultural labourers was almost un- 
enforceable, but they at least shared with the luckier peasants 
access to the expanded rural welfare schemes and education and 
health services. A similar division occurred in the towns. The 
main beneficiaries were the factory workers and the middle class. 
More jobs were created though there were still huge numbers of 
urban unemployed. But a man with a job had greater security, 
usually better working conditions, more active protection of his 
interests through his trade union and representation on manage- 
ment councils (though both unions and management were too 
often tamely subservient to the government machine). Rent 
controls and food subsidies helped to keep down the cost of 
living. But the unemployed or only partly employed lived in the 
deepest poverty and often in the most appalling slum conditions. 
Though they and especially their children also gained something 
from the expanded social services, cities like Cairo were expand- 
ing at such a rapid rate from a combination of high birth rate 
and influx from the countryside that all the public services were 
strained far beyond their capacity. 

In both town and country, especially in the villages, one in- 
tangible but impor tant gain was a certain change in the relation- 
ship with authority. Centuries of Ottoman and Mameluke rule 
ground deep into the Egyptian consciousness the idea that the 
government and its local representatives were a positive evil, an 
exploiting bullying force, an idea that may have begun to recede 
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under Cromer’s rule but survived under subsequent Egyptian 
governments in which the big land-owners wielded great influ- 
ence. Now, cautiously and sceptically, the idea grew to a certain 
extent that the government might genuinely be on the side of the 
peasant and the worker and desirous of helping him, however 
limited and sometimes ineffective that help might still be. Cor- 
ruption, bullying and abuse of power, especially by petty officials, 
still existed but they were no longer taken to be the purpose of 
government. The villager or the factory or office worker no longer 
felt completely at the mercy of a local headman or policeman or 
land-owner with his thugs, or of the factory boss sure of having 
the government and police to back him up. But as in India and 
Pakistan and possibly in China, the great mass of rural poverty 
in Egypt was still the main incubus on a society in which more 
buoyant forces were emerging through the spectacular expansion 
of education and increased industrialization. 

Nasser’s social and economic policies, especially land reform, 
the development of cooperatives, industrialization and state 
planning, stimulated similar developments in other Arab coun- 
tries. There were two aspects of his ‘Arab Socialism’ which may 
be more universally relevant to the problems of developing 
countries. The first is the manner in which socialist and private 
enterprise were combined in a planned economy; the second and 
more original feature is the method by which state planning and 
technical aid, cooperative management and individual land 
ownership were linked together in the system of ‘supervised 
cooperatives’ in agriculture. 

Some have also tried to distinguish a political doctrine or 
practice of ‘Nasserism’ with a wider application in developing 
countries. The essence of ‘Nasserism’ is said to be the political 
role of the army as a revolutionary elite, with social as well as 
national aims, in countries where the civilian Hite is still too 
weak for this purpose. Nasser certainly saw the army as the 
vanguard of his revolution and used the army officers for this 
purpose, but he regarded this as temporary expedient rather than 
a desirable doctrine. He spent a good deal of time trying to 
devise a political organization which would enable him to dis- 
pense with it. 
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In this and other respects it is instructive to compare Nasser 
with Kemal Ataturk whose career he had closely studied. Both 
tried and failed to transform their dictatorships into something 
more democratic. Both were defeated in this endeavour by their 
own reluctance in the last resort to give up real power as well 
as by the authoritarian traditions of their countries. But Nasser 
was at once more liberal, more radical and more conservative 
than Ataturk. He was less brutal in his political methods and 
more cautious in dealing with popular sentiment, especially as 
regards the Muslim religion and the customs of the peasantry. 
In his attitude to the Muslim Brothers he demons* :ated an 
opposition to the intrusion of religion into politics almost as 
strong as that of Ataturk, but he made no attempt to follow 
Ataturk’s example in the disestablishment of Islam, except in 
the important reform of the application of Sharia law. Nasser 
recognized the place of Islam in the state and in society and in 
Egyptian and Arab culture. He did not bully the Egyptians to 
change their dress or their way of living in order outwardly to 
ape that of Europeans. He favoured the emancipation of women 
and accepted the need for family planning, but because he be- 
lieved these questions touched strongly entrenched traditional 
feelings, he wes careful not to press such changes too hard or 
too fast. Ataturk w r as a militant secularist; Nasser wanted to re- 
form Muslim society not destroy it. But Nasser’s socialization 
of the Egyptian economy and his economic development pro- 
grammes were more radical and far-reaching than the etatism of 
Ataturk. 

Ataturk began with two advantages compared with Nasser. 
He came to the task of modernizing Turkey with the prestige of 
a successful military leader, a popular hero who had led a 
national resurgence after a crushing defeat and occupation. 
Moreover the defeat itself had enabled him to shed the burden of 
Ottoman imperial ambitions and the newer extravagances of pan- 
Turanism and to concentrate on the consolidation of the Turk- 
ish national state. But Nasser could not similarly have cut 
Egypt off from the rest of the Arab East: the links were far more 
real and close than those between Turkey and the other 
Turkish-spe aking peoples and were reinforced politically by the 
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continuing common struggle against British imperial occupation 
and Israel. 

What both men have left behind in the form of Kemalism 
and Nasserism is less a formal doctrine than a state of mind, a 
determination, pragmatic, rational and self-confident, to look 
the modem world in the f^ce and to use all the resources of the 
state machinery positively to promote social progress and 
national independence. 

Both inside Egypt and in the Arab world, Nasser’s ideas 
provided a bridge between the old generation of nationalists 
who were concerned with political independence and the new 
generation seeking reform and reconstruction. While many 
Western observers saw Nasser as an element of mischievous 
disturbance, he was more often a factor of continuity and stabi- 
lity. At a time when Arab society was in danger of collapse and 
of leaving the field to the Communists, the reactionary fanaticism 
of the Muslim Brothers, a narrowly nationalistic military fascism 
or chaos, Nasser, by providing continuous stable and progressive 
government in the biggest and most developed Arab state, helped 
to ensure that in most cases Arab society underwent change in a 
comparatively bloodless way. (The Yemen was the outstanding 
exception.) He was accused of stirring up trouble in countries 
likelraqunderNuri es-Said and Saudi Arabia under its monarchy, 
which, it was thought, might otherwise have evolved peacefully 
into reformed modern states. This was to underestimate the 
revolutionary pressures already at work under the surface of 
these apparently stable societies. Nasser did not produce the 
1958 revolution in Iraq. There would have been a revolution there 
in any case, but his influence probably prevented it from being 
led by the Communists. The same was true of the recent revolu- 
tions in the Sudan and Libya and may yet prove true in Saudi 
Arabia. 

Nasser helped to direct the Arabs’ attention not only towards 
the achievement of independence and mastery of their own 
economic resources, but also to the problems of poverty and 
social organization. He thereby gave in the Arab world, as in 
Egypt, *a national purpose to the professional class and new 
status to the peasant and worker’. 2 At the same time, his abuse of 



Conclusions 579 

propaganda and his restriction on free political debate in Egypt 
lowered the intellectual level of Arab society and deprived it of 
much needed self-criticism. 

At this moment some may have grave doubts about the Arab 
future. They see the Arab defeat by Israel in 1967 as exposing 
the hollowness of Arab claims to nationhood. This is short- 
sighted. In historical terms the Arab revival is only just begin- 
ning, but there is no doubt about its reality. Apart from the 
emergence of many new nations within less than a generation, 
there are powerful currents of renovation sweeping through 
Arab society in every direction. Nor can tnere be any doubt of the 
importance of this movement, especially to Europe, not only 
because of the great human potential of a region which is the 
cradle of Western civilization, but also because of the continuing 
political and economic importance of its geographical position, 
its oil supplies and its role as a cultural link with emergent 
Africa and Asia. 

Nasser's career throws light not only on the development of 
Egyptian and Muslim society and on the evolution of the Arab 
political mind. It also reflects the experience and outlook of the 
Third World of under-privileged colonial man. In this experience 
the central dri dng force is the struggle for the recovery of human 
dignity and identity, an attempt to escape the humiliation bred 
of backwardness and weakness, to catch up against overwhelming 
odds. The emotions engendered by the colonial experience and 
its equivalent among oppressed minorities provide a tremendous 
power for good and ill, for national and personal reconstruction 
and for tragic conflict. 

This most vital force which fired men like Nasser, Ben Gurion, 
Mao Tse-tung, Nehru and Nkrumah v\as described by James 
Baldwin in explaining the desperation of American Negroes. 
They were, he wrote ‘a people from whom everything has been 
taken away, including, most crucially, the sense of their own 
worth. People cannot live without this sense; they will do any- 
thing to regain it.’ 3 Time and again, Nasser’s speeches and 
actions were concerned with ‘dignity’, with the struggle against 
national despair and the restoration of the Egyptian people’s 
sense of their own worth after long centuries of humiliation. 



580 Israel 

oppression and self-doubt. People who have suffered are not 
always pleasant, and their struggle to be whole again can be 
painful for others. But they deserve understanding and help 
rather than further humiliation. 

‘History will sentence him t& death’, was Nasser’s valedictory 
comment on King Farouk. What will be history’s verdict on 
Nasser? Whether it be kind or harsh, it is unlikely to be one of 
quick oblivion. 

So far, Nasser remains the most progressive Egyptian ruler 
of modern times and the most important statesman thrown up by 
the Arab renaissance. His role as a leader of the anti-colonial 
revolution, one of the great world political movements of the 
twentieth century, is likely to be of enduring interest to historians. 

Nasser left his mark on nearly two decades of Egyptian, Arab 
and world history. In the tradition of the Pharaohs, the High 
Dam will be for centuries his physical memorial^But his influence 
will continue to be felt in Egypt and the Arab countries for years 
to come in the movement of ideas and the course of political, 
social and economic development which he stimulated and helped 
to create. 
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asm for 1952 coup in, 106; slum- 
dweJJers of, 116; pro-Neguib demon- 
stration in, 125; Nuri-Nasser meeting 
in, 147, 149; Arab prime ministers’ 
meeting in (1955), 150-51; indepen- 
dence celebrations in, 184, 188-9; 
British bombing of, 229, 230; and 
Egyptian tanks and troops, 239; 
exiled African nationalists living in, 
310; and Afro-Asian Solidarity Move- 
ment Secretariat, 310; Yemeni opposi- 
tion groups in, 382, 383 ; Arab summit 
meeting in (1964), 410, 411, 412, 413, 
449-50; anti-American riots in, 418, 
and treason trials, 477; Nasser asked 
not to resign by crowds of, 507; 
student riots in (1968), 533-4, 536; 
Israel air attacks on outskirts of, 545; 
and Soviet participation in air defence 
of, 568; English and French papers 
published in, 570; mentioned, 8, 12, 16, 
21,78, 90, 132, 149, 180, 319 
Cairo summit conference of Arab coun- 
tries (1964), 303, 410, 411, 412, 413, 
449-50 

Canada, 183, 395 

Casablanca conference (1961), 316-17 
Casablanca summit meeting of Arab 
states (1965), 415, 454 
Castro, Fidel, 9, 315 
CEN TO (Central Treaty Organization), 
319, 393 and n., 421 
Central Intelligence Agency (CIA), 287 
Ceylon, 17, 72, 316 
Chaderchi, Kama] el, 294 
Challe, Gen. Maurice, 217, 221-2 
Chamoun, President (of I^banon), 259, 
262, 263, 266, 267, 281, 282, 283, 285, 
287 288 

‘Charter for Unity’ (1963), 405 
Charter of Cooperation (1954), 138 
Chehab, Gen. Faud, 282, 285, 288, 291 
China, People’s Republic of, Egypt 
recognizes, 183-4; border clashes be- 
tween India and, 303, 406; split be- 
tween Russia and, 303, 304, 407, 426, 
459; Afro-Asian Solidarity Movement 
and, 310-11; Yemen and, 383, 384, 
428; supplies arms to Palestinians, 
452; mentioned, 9, 14, 158, 260, 289, 
354, 357 

Chou En-lai, J58, 407 
Churchill, Winston, 40, 57-8, 59, 132, 
133, 142, 438 



Cohen, Capt. (later Col) Mordechai, 81-2 
Communist Party, Communists (Egyp- 
tian), anti-British demonstrations of, 
97; opposition to junta of, 118, 119 # 
120, 129, 1 36; riot at Kafr el Dawar of, 
120-21; Nasser attacks and arrests, 
273, 297, 298-9, 304 321, 348; 

reaction to UAR of, 278; cooperation 
with regime (1964-5), 372-3 ; relation- 
ship of Russia to, 569-70; mentioned, 
65, 68, 341, 536, 564 
Communist Party (of Iraq), 293, 294, 295, 
297, 299, 304, 322, 334, 402 
Communist Party (of Jordan), 259 
Communist Party (of Syria), rivalry 
between Baath and, 272-4; UAR and, 
278, 279, 280, 322; Nasser attacks and 
arrests, 296, 297, 298-9, 304, 566; 
mentioned, 264, 266, 270 
Congo (Brazzaville), 313 
Congo crisis, 303, 304, 307, 31 1-13, 314, 
315-16, 317, 417-18, 456, 457 
Congress of the Popular Forces of the 
Nation see National Congress of 
Popular Forces 

Constantinople Convention (1888), 200- 
201, 205, 206, 207, 208, 213, 221, 244 
Coptic Christians (in Egypt), 1 1 , 22, 23, 
539 

Cordier, Andrew, 312 
Council of the Revolution see Revolu- 
tionary Command Council 
Cromer, Lord, 15, 24, 66, 575 
Cuban missile cris’s. 303, 391, 406 
Cyprus, 200, 210, 269, 409, 412, 525 
Czechoslovakia, 79, 160, 161 ,168, 190, 266 

Dakhla oasis scheme, 307 
Damanhoury, Col, 120 
Damascus, Shepilov's visit to, 189; and 
Egyptian parliamentary delegation's 
visit, 273; enthusiasm for UAR in, 
276; l^ebanese Muslims welcome 
Nasser in, 281, 282; and KasMm- 
Nasser meeting, 291 ; military coup 
(1961) in, 339; and national conven- 
tion of Baath Party (1963), 408; Israeli 
planes stage victory demonstration 
over, 466; mentioned, 74, 151, 268, 
269 

Dayan, Gen. Moshe, 222, 224, 226, 227, 
232, 246, 463, 485, 486, 529 
Dean, Sir Patrick, 223 
Deir Yassin (Palestine), massacre of 
Arabs in, 75 

Dimona (Israel), nuclear reactor at, 446, 
457 

Dobrynin, Anatol (Soviet Ambassador 
in USA). 526 
Dulles, Allen, 287 
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Dulles, John Foster, develops idea of 
‘Northern Tier’, 146; Israeli- Arab 
peace negotiations of, 162; agrees to 
sale of more arms to Israel, 183; anti- 
neutralist policy of, 162, 190; with' 
draws offer of loan for High Dam, 
189-90, 192, 202-3, 304; and Suez 
crisis, 205, 206; outlines Eighteen- 
Power proposals, 207; negotiates with 
Israel, 240, 241; Pmcau and. 212; 
proposes SCUA plan, 213, 217; 
refuses to support Eden’s policy of 
force, 214, 219-20, Lebanese civil war 
and, 283; mentioned, 131, 133, 145 

East Germany sec German Democratic 
Republic 

Eban, Abba, 241, 242, 482, 484, 485. 490 

‘Economic Organi/atiun’ (Egypt), 325 

economy (of Egypt), backward conditions 
in 1930s, 44-5; first steps in develop- 
ment of (1952-4), 109-10; Nasser's 
lack of clearly-defined ideology in, 
137-8, 323 5; greater government in- 
tervention in, 325 -6; Syrian v. Egyptian 
planning under UAR (1958-61), 
335-7, first five-year plan (1960-65). 
366-71 ; post-June War, 530-32, 574-6 

Eden, Anthony, his plans for maintaining 
military base in Egypt, 112; visits 
Nasser in Cairo, 143-5; initiatives for 
Palestine peace of, 162, 167, 168, 175, 
440. Guildhall speech of 167. 440; 
Middle ■ East talks between Eisen- 
hower and 172; wants Jordan to join 
Baghdad Pact, 174, 175; blames 

Nasser foi Glubb’s dismissal, 179-81; 
his growing antagonism to Nasser, 
181-3 190, 207, 211; Suez cris.s and, 
202, 203, 204; prepared to lake over 
Canal Co. bv force, 205-6, 213-14, 
215, Menzics’ letter to, 210; discusses 
British participation in Franco-Israeli 
attack, 217, 218 19; and USA lefuses 
to support policv of lorce, 219-20; U N 
‘Six Principles' and, 221; talks on 
Suez Operation between French and, 
221-2; issues ultimatum to Egypt, 228; 
US and Commonwealth pressure on, 
230; Suez Operation and, 233, 234; 
Bulganin letter condemning war to, 
235 ; and Eisenhower angry at deceit of, 
237; leaves for Jamaica. 239; corres- 
pondence between Eisenhower and, 
254; mention* d, 152, 161, 168, 184, 
255, 258, 262, 266, 315, 490, 571 

Egypt, as centre of Muslim orthodoxy, 
10: Old Kingdom of. 10-11; foreign 
conquerors of, 1 1-12; and Napoleon’s 
expedition to, 12; impact of European 
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ideas on, 12-13; failure of Arabi revolt 
in, 13-14, 25, 41 ; effect of First World 
War on, 14; Zaghloul Pasha founds 
Wafd party in, 15; and 1919 Revolu- 
tion, 15, 17, 25, 63, 350; development 
of Arab nationalism m, 1 5-1 6 ; political 
and social structure under British rule 
of, 24-5; conflicts over 1923 indepen- 
dence declaration and constitution foi 
26-8, 34, 35; and clash of cultures and 
manners in, 30-31 ; Fuad I's dictator- 
ship of, 31, 33; nationalistic groups in, 
33-4; return to parliamentary govern- 
ment in (1935), 35-6; and Farouk 
succeeds to throne, 36, 45-6; 1936 
military treaty between Britain and, 
36-7, 39, 40, 51, 63, 64, 68, 69, 71, 87, 
91 ; role of army in, 41-3, 66 ; economic 
and social conditions m. 44-5; and 
social hierarchy, 45-6; and new middle 
class in, 46-7; attitude to European 
imperialism in. 47-8; Farouk dismisses 
Wafd 0937), 50; and Aly Maher leads 
‘palace* government, 50-51; abortive 
army conspiracies in, 51 -3, 57-8; pro- 
Axis sympathies in, 53, 54, 57; breaks 
off relations with Vichy France, 54; 
Abdin Palace coup of British, 54-6, 64; 
nationalists' demands, 58-9; and post- 
war wave of revolution in, 63-6; 
Nasser organizes secret army move- 
ment in, 66-8; negotiations fail for 
withdrawal of British troops, 68-73; 
anger over Palestine Partition, 73-4; 
and Palestine War ( 1948 - 9 ), 74-84; 
riots against Jews and Europeans in, 

88- 9; and government reprisals against 
Muslim Brothers, 89, Nasser re- 
organizes secret army network in, 

89- 90; Wafd party returned to power, 

90- 91; and Wafd corruption, 91-2; 
crisis over British military base in, 
93-6; and abrogation of 1936 Treaty, 
96-7; British seize control of Canal 
Zone, 97-8; struggle between Farouk 
and Free Officers in, 98-9, ‘Black 
Saturday' riots in, 100-102, 109; 
Farouk's manoeuvres, 102-3; and 
Free Officers’ coup (1952), 103-8; 
Farouk abdicates, 108; problems 
facing new regime in, 109-10; Free 
Officers emerge as ruling £Jite of, 1 10— 

1 1 ;an d Nasser’s political aims for, ill- 
14; agrarian reform in, 114-18, 137; 
Council of the Revolution replaces old 
party system in, 118-21; and power 
structure of new regime, 122 3; 
Nasser wins struggle for power against 
Neguib, 123-8; and eliminates Muslim 
Brothers’ opposition, 123, 124, 125, 


135-6, 155; settlement with Britain 
over Sudan, 129-31; and over Canal 
Zone military base, 131-5; foreign aid 
to, 135, 140, 142, 146, 188; regime's lack 
of economic ideology, 137-8; foreign 
policy of, 140-45; and arms expendi- 
ture, 140, 141, 142, 143, 157; role in 
Arab world of, 141-2, 144-5; opposing 
pressure of nationalists and Western 
Powers on, 142-3; neutralist policy of, 
147-9, 158; conflicting foreign policies 
of Iraq v., 149-51; Israel raids Gaza 
strip, 151-2, 155-7; and blockade of 
Israeli ships by, 153-4; ‘Lavon affair' 
in, 1 54-5 ; arms race between Israel and, 
157-62, 169-70; and growing tension, 
165-7; Anglo-American peace initia- 
tives to, 162-5, 167-9; help to Algerian 
nationalists by, 169, 253; Aswan High 
Dam loan negotiations, 170-73, 179, 
189-91 ; Sudan declares independence of, 
171-2; opposition to Baghdad Pact by, 
173-6, 177-8, 270; cease-fire between 
Israel and, 178, 189, 217; last British 
troops leave 179, 184; Nasser prepares 
diaft of new Constitution for, 179; 
Glubb’s dismissal and, 179-81; British 
tougher policy towards, 181-3; recog- 
nition of Communist China by, 183-4, 
190; Nasser elected first President of 
Republic of (1956), 184, 185; new 
constitution for, 184-6; Nasser’s re- 
lationship to public in, 187; and his 
achievements (by 1956), 178-8; and 
international position, 188 9; value of 
Suez Canal Co. to, 192-3; USA with- 
draws offer of loan for High Dam in, 
193-4, 254; and nationalization ot 
Canal Co. by, 194 - 7 ; and crisis over, 
198-215, 217, 220-21; France, Israel 
and Britain plan attack on, 21 5- 17, 218, 
219, 220, 221-2, 223, disposition and 
strength of military forces of, 225, 246, 
outbreak and progress of Sinai War 
(1956), 226-8, 231-2, 233 -4, rejects 
Franco-British ultimatum, 228-9; and 
Suez operation, 229-31, 233, 234--7; 
agrees to ceasc-fne and UNEF, 232, 
234; problems of withdiawal of foreign 
troops and re-opening of Canal in, 
237 -45; policy of ‘Egyptianization’ in, 
245-6, 326, 437; consequences of 
Suez-Sinai War in, 246-7; Nasser s 
engagement m Arab Revolution. 251 — 
4; Eisenhower Doctrine and, 256-8, 
268; and Jordan crisis (1957), 259, 261, 
262, 267, 268; cold war between USA 
and, 261 -3; Syria demands union with, 
268 9; rivalry m Arab world between 
Baath and, 270; and advantages of 
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Arab unity to, 270-71; creation of 
UAR between Syria and (1958), 271-6, 
562, 563; from 1958 onwards see 
United Arab Republic 
Egyptian army, expansion and modern- 
ization of 39, 42; political role of, 
40-41; new officer elite in, 42 
revolutionary activities in, 51 -3, 57-8, 
61, 66-8; in Palestine War, 74, 75 , 76, 
77; intervenes in "Black Saturday' 
i lots, 101-2; struggle for control of, 
102; and Free Officers’ roup , 103-8; 
Nasser-Neguib split within, 125 -6, and 
Nasser-Amer dispute over, 358-62, 
51 3-14; threat of ASU to, 374; Yemen 
civil war and, 394, 417, 427, and ?olc 
in Six-Day War, 493-8, 500-503, 504; 
reorganization aftei war ol, 511 12, 
515-16; demands for end of " old-bo v 
network’ in, 534; mentioned, 42, 50, 
51, 157; see also Free Officers 
Fgyptun Petroleum Authority, 194 
Egyptian Suez Cana! Authority, 244 
Fgvptian-Svnan Military Joint Com- 
mand, 218 223 

l Mat, 163, 165-6, 226 302.441.474,488, 
4«>1. 495, 502 
/ i hit, sinking of, 516 
F isenhower. President Dwight. Palestine 
peace initiative of, 167, Suez crisis and, 
202, 204, 205 -6, 214, 220, 224. letters 
between Bulganin and, 235, his anget 
at deceit ol F den and Mollct, 237, and 
demands withdriwal of Anglo-1 rench 
troops, 238: seeks to patch up Western 
alliance, 239; puts pressure on Israel, 
240-41 ; correspondence between l.den 
and, 254; rejects Bulganin proposals, 
255; his account of Ametican ‘plot’ in 
Svria. 2o5-7; Lebanese civil war and. 
2S3-4, 285; and Iraqi revolution. 288; 
Khrushchev and, 300. 314; and meeting 
with Nasser, 315; mentioned, 131, 133, 
141,152, 173, 193, 304 
Eisenhower Doctine, 238, 255-7, 258-9. 
263, 265, 268, 421 

Erekwit (Sudan), Yemen cease-lire agiec- 
ment signed at, 414, 417 
Frhaid, Chancellor, 45b 
Errol, Frederick, 406 
Frskine, Gen., 97, 100 
tshkol, Levi 449, 450, 463, 467. 468, 473, 
482, 484, 485, 498 

Ethiopia (Abyssinia i, 35, 269, 308, 311 
Euphrates Dam (Syria), 461 
Furopean Common Market (F.EC), 270 
E "at, Maj. Hassan, 57 

Falluja crossroads (Palestine), Israeli 
siege of. 81, 82-3, 84, 86 88 


Farid. Gen. Hussein. 105 

Farida, Queen, 46 

Fa rouk, King (ot Egypt), ascends throne 
(1937), 36, 45-6; relations between 
Wald and, 50, 61, 90, 102, Abdm 
Palace c oup and. 54-6; asserts his 
sovereignty over Sudan, 65 69, rivalry 
between King Abdullah and, 88; arms 
scandal and, 91-2, unpopularity of, 
98-9, ‘Black Saturday’ and, 101-3; 
1952 Armv roup and. 106-7, 113, 1 14; 
and abdication ot, 107-8, 184, 

mentioned, 51, 75, 98, 111. 119, 188, 
542, 580 

A1 Fatah (Palestine Liberation Front), 
origins and development of, 452-3; 
raids into Israel by, 461 2. 463 467, 
468, and expansion .•?' guerrilla 
activities, 516; lakes over contiol of 
PLO, 519; Nixon’s Middle Fast peace 
plan and 584 , condemns hijacking of 
aircraft, 550 ; and civil war in Jordan, 
55|, 5S2 

Path, Ahmed Abdul, 99 and n. 

T a are. Edgai, 169 

law 7i, Mahmoud. 132, 220 21, 239, 
241 2 243. 244, 442, 474-7. 497, 512, 

5 1 7, 519 556 557, 558 

Fcisal, King (of Iraq), 144, 203, 218, 
286 

Fcrsal, Crown Prince, latci King (of 
Saudi Arabia), becomes pi one minister 
and foreign minister 280 392, Yemen 
war and, 392-3. 394, 400, 414 425, 427, 
431; succeeds to throne. 413; Jedda 
meeting between Nasser anJ. 419; 
calls for Islamic conference, 421-2, 
4*8; agrees to peace settlement at 
Khaitoum summit 4J0, 523; Egyptian 
propaganda against, 464, organizes 
Rabat (Islamic) summit, 439 40; 
alleged plot to overthrow, 540; 
mentioned, 554, 574 

Fcisal, Gen Jamal 3.39, 340 

First World War, 14, 16, 23, 50. 85, 268, 
382 

TLOSY \te Front for the Liberation of 
South Yemen 

1 ranee, colonial rule in North Africa of, 
47, 70, 140, 142, Vichv government of, 
52, 54, 59; sign'* Tripartite Declaration 
on Palestine, 93; and MF DO proposal 
to Fgvpt. 96; sale of arms to Israel by, 
153, 157, 159. 169, 183, 216, 223, 305; 
Algerian rebel'ion against rule of, 157, 
169 198, 292; closer ties between 

Israel and. 169-70, 179, 199; Nasver 
threaten ^ colonial interests of, 177, 
181-2, 203-4; lav outs international 
control of Canal. 201-2; and prepara- 
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cions for joint attack on Egypt, 206, 
213-14, 215-17, 219, 321-3; freezing 
of Egyptian assets in, 208; USA con- 
demns policy of force of, 220; U N ‘ Six 
Principles* and, 220-21; issues ulti- 
matum to Egypt. 228-9. 232; and 
Suez operation, 229-31, 234-7; Saudi 
Arabia bans oil shipments to, 231; 
military support for Israel in Sinai War; 
232, and bombing of Egyptian air- 
fields by, 233; withdraws troops from 
Egypt, 237, 238-9; ‘battle of Bizerta* 
against Tunisians, 302; financial settle- 
ment after Suez between Egypt and, 
304; and diplomatic relations resumed, 
304, 406; recognizes Algerian inde- 
pendence (1962), 305, 318, 378, Nasser 
attacks Algerian policy of, 314; diplo- 
matic intervention m Six-Day War by, 
499; takes part in Big Four talks, 526; 
accepts Nixon’s Middle East peace 
plan, 548; cultural influence in Fgypi 
of, 570; mentioned, 14, 47, 51, 58, 69, 
192, 212, 268, 281, 292, 313, 446, 490 
Free Officers, Society of, support for 
Wafd by, 98; and opposition to Farouk, 
98-9; 1952 coup of, 103-8; emerge as 
new ruling elite, 1 10; unknown leaders 
of, 110-11; aims of, 111-14; land 
reform proposed by, 116; elimination 
of opposition parties by. 119-21; 
power structure of their regime, 121-2; 
policy towards British of, 129-30; 
under new constitution, 186; economic 
policy of. 324; Nasser’s dependence 
upon 331; and crisis between Nasser 
and, 358, 360; mentioned, 36, 67, 74, 
89, 90, 05, 101, 118, 293 ; sec also Rev- 
olutionary Command Council 
Free Socialists (Egypt), 536 
Free Yemeni movement, 382, 383 
Front for the Liberation of South Yemen 
(FLOSY), 423-4 
Fionher Force (Egyptian), 225 
Fuad T, King of Fgypt (formerly: 

Khedive), 24-5, 27, 31. 36 
Fuad, Prince Ahmed (of Egypt), 108 
Fuad, Ahmet, 1 1 4 

Gahal party (Israel), 548 
Gandhi, Mahatma, 32, 33, 38 
de Gasperi, 270 

de Gaulle, Crcn. Charles, 97, 1 21, 270, 
292, 305, 313, 3J8, 362. 483. 485 
Gaza Palestine government, 448 
Gaza Strip, Israeli raid on (1955), 151-2, 
155-7; and border clashes, 159, 209; 
number of Egyptian troops in, 225; 
Israel occupies (1956), 231, 232, 234; 
and withdrawal of ferae! troops from. 


240, 243, 257; UNEF takes over in, 
238, 241, 242, 243; and re-establish- 
ment of Egyptian control of, 243-4; 
Palestinian Arabs in, 447, 448; and 
resistance organizations, 451 , 452, 520; 
withdrawal of UNEF from (1967), 
472, 474; Six-Day War in, 496; and 
Israeli occupation of, 501, 510; Rogers 
Plan for peace settlement in, 526; 
Israeli territorial ambitions towards, 
529; mentioned, 78, 81, 83, 92, 163, 
166, 168, 216, 240 
Gazier, Albert, 217, 221-2 
German Democratic Republic, 455-6 
German Federal Republic (West Ge?- 
many), in Second World War, 51, 52, 
57, 58; building of High Dam and, 170; 
and Hclwan iron and steel plant. 187, 
335; recognizes Yemen Republic, 395; 
loan to UAR by, 406; Ben Gurion 
seeks friendship of, 446; crisis over 
arms deal with Israel between Nasser 
and, 455-6; Khartoum summit lifts oil 
embargo against. 523-4; mentioned, 9, 
47, 59 

al-Ghailani, Rasljjd All, 52 
Ghana, 308, 311, 316. 318, 459 
Gizenga government (at Stanleyville, 
Congo), 316, 418 

Glassboro, Johnson-Kosygm meeting 
at (1967). 512, 521 

Gliibb, Gen Sir John Bagot, 179-81, 190, 
259 

Golan Heights, 499, 503, 510, 528 
Goldberg Aithui, 500 
Ciomaa, Saleh Tahmv, 119 
Gomua Sharawy, el 557 
Grand Congress of the National Union 
(Egypt), 347 

Great Britain, crushes Arabi revolt, 
13-14; Egvpl as protectorate ol, 15, 
24 5, 4 1 , conflicts over independent: 
and constitution between Lgvpt and. 
26-8; and 1936 Treaty, 35-7, 38, 51, 
68, 69, 71. 87, 91 ; Egyptian army and, 
40, 42, 50- military presence in Egypt 
of, 46. 47, 5!, 64, 568 9; and imperial- 
ism m Muslim world, 47 8; Second 
World War campaign in Middle Fast 
of, 51 -2; Abdin Palace coup of, 54 6, 
64, aimy officers’ conspiracy and 
57-8; Arab nationalists post-war 
demands from, 58-9, 65; White Paper 
on Palestine of, 58-60; support for 
Arab League by, 60-61; Egypt de- 
mands for withdrawal of troops anti 
union with Sudan to, 68-9, 72, 73, 309 ; 
changing role tn Middle East of, 69 -73 , 
Palestine War and, 82; Arab views of. 
87-8; negotiations between Wald 



government and, 91, 94; signs Tripar- 
tite Declaration on Palestine, 93 ; crisis 
over Canal Zone base, 93-6; Fgypt 
abrogates 1936 Treaty with, 96-7: and 
M E DO proposal, 96-7 ; Er&kine seizes 
control of Canal Zone, 97-8 ; and opens 
fire on Egyptian police, 100; ‘Black 
Saturday' riots against, 100-102; 1952 
Free Officers' coup and, 105-6, 107; 
settlement with Nasser of Sudan dis- 
pute, 109, 110, 129-31; and of Canal 
base, 109, 110, 129, 131-5, 564; 
Middle East policy of, 143, 145, 146-7, 
152; Baghdad Pact and, 144, 150, 1*1, 
173-6, 177; ‘Lavon affair’ and, 154-5; 
Palestine peace initiatives by. 162 5, 
167-9; Aswan High Dam loan and, 
170-73, 189-90; reaction to Glubb’s 
dismissal of, 179-81; and tougher 
policy to Egypt, 181-3; Soviet leaders 
visit, 183; evacuates last troops from 
Egypt, 184, 188, 568; nationalization 
of Suez Canal Co. and. 192 E 198-9, 
203, 211-12; favouis intei national 
control of Canal, 201-2; and L'den 
prepared to take over by force. 205-6; 
London Conferences (1956), 206 7, 
209, 213-14: freezing of Egyptian 
assets in, 208; and Eighteen-Power 
Declaration. 209-13 , Nasser denounces 
SC U A plan, 214-15; Jordan and, 215, 
218, 219; joint plans for attacking 
Lgvpt of France, Israel and 2 10-1 7, 
218, 219, 221-3 ; USA opposed to 
policy of force, 219-20, agrees to UN 
‘Six Principles’, 220-21, issues ulti- 
matum to Egypt, 228 9 232. and 

Suez opeiation of, 229 31, 234 7; 
Saudi Arabia bans oil shipments to, 
231, accepts UN ccjse-fi r e. 236. and 
American pressure on, 236 7, with- 
draws troops from Egypt. 237. 238-9; 
treaty with Jordan conies to end, 259 - 
60, iraii and. 285. 287, sends para- 
troops into Jordan, 288; recognizes new 
regime in Iraq, 291 ; and recalls troops 
from Jordan, 291. 292; defence of 
Kuwait by, 301; financial settlement 
after Sue' with Egypt, 304; and ic- 
sumes diplomatic relations, 304; South 
Arabian policy of, 305, 382, 383, 384, 
385, 390, 395, 400. 402. 412, 420-21, 
422-5, 4f>0, 461 ; Yemen (evolution and 
war and, 390, 39! 2, 395, 396, arms 
deal between Saudi Arabia and, 420- 
21, 458; and anh-Nasscr Islamic con- 
terenee, 421; withdrawal fiom South 
Arabia and Aden of (1968), 422. 425, 
428, 430; support for Zionism in, 
438-9; alleged 'conspiracy' against 
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U AR of USA and, 465, 471; drafts 
declaration against closure of Gulf of 
Aqaba, 487-8; accused of helping 
Israelis in Six-Day War, 494 9; and 
diplomatic intervention in war bv 
4yt) 500; Khartoum summit lifts oil 
embargo against, 52 5 -4, takes part m 
Big Four talks, 526; accepts Nixon’s 
peace plan, 548, cultural lnilue'ice in 
Egypt ol, 570. mentioned, 8, 14, 17, 34, 

51, 143, 153, 188, 233. 252, 258 

‘Greater Svna’ plan. 76, 268 269 
Greece, 70, 207. 514, 409 
Green Shirts (Misr H Fatal >outh move- 
ment) 34 

Gromyko, A A 465 
Gross, 1 i nest 472n 
Guinea 313, 316 118 
Gulf of Aqaba. 163 16* 6 226 240 242 
302, 441 , 464, 47 J , 473, 477 89 pas sim\ 
500, 529 

H abash George, *19 
Hadi. Ibid him Abdul 89. 90, 120 
cl-Hafiz, (sen Amin, 407 8, 410, 450 
Ilagunah (Jewish underground army in 
Palestine), 60 74. 1*6 
Haidar Pasha. Gen . 99, 101 
Haifa, 75, 232, 302. 499 
Hakim, Tewftk cl, 32 
Hailstcin Doctrine, 4**. 456 
llamnud, Mohammed 23 
llammarskiold. Dag (Secret ary -General 
of United Nations) peace-keeping 
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policies of Egypt and Nuri regime in, 
J47, 149-51, 168, 190; Jordan and, 217, 
218, 223, 280, 285, Svna and, 265, 266, 
267, 268-9, 272 # 273, Nuri es-Said 
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in, 291 ; and American troops with- 
drawn from, 291; border incidents 
between Israel and, 441 ; crisis over 
Jordan waters and, 443-5; Palestinian 
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vention in Lebanon, 285-6; and killed 
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Nutting, Anthony, 134. 180, 181, 217, 
219, 222 

Okasha, Col Sarawat, 99 

Organization for African Unify (OAU), 
317. 318, 406, 418 

Oigani/ation for Desert Reclamation 
(Egypt), 370 

Ottoman E mpire see 7 in key 

Pakistan, 70, 72. 146. 308, 393, 519, 576 

Palestine, Balt lU r Declaration on, 14, 
Arab rebellion lor independence in 
47-8, 58-9, 70; British While Paper 
on (1939), 58-60; and Zionsts' aim 
for Jewish state in, 60. 70; A’jb 
irregulais in, 68, 74, 75; ioIc in An^io- 
Arab lelations of, 70-71; UN approve 
partition of, 72, 73; and Arab-lsraeli 
Wai in, 77-84; Nasser's views on Arab 
defeat in, 85 -6, see also Israel 

Palestine Armed Struggle Command, 
519 

Palestine Conciliation Committee (of 
UN), 92 

‘Palestine entity’, proposal (1959), 44*. 
448, 450 

Palestine Liberation Army (PL A), 451, 
452, 454, 495, 553 

Palestine Liberation Organization (P L O), 
430, 451, 452, 454, 461, 480, 486, 519, 
550, 553 

Palestine National Charter, 450-51 

Palestine National Congress (1964: 
Jerusalem), 450-51. 453-4 

Palestine Truce Supervisory Organiza- 
tion, 236 • 
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Palestine War (1948-9), 74-84; see also 
Israel, Palestine 

Palestinian Arab refugees, Nasser’s 
support for, 85-6, 162-3, 168. 310, 437, 
513-14, 522, UN recommendation 
for lepatnation or compensation to, 

J52, 440, 527, and Dulles proposes 
resettlement or compensation to, 164, in 
Jordan, J74, 176, 178, in Gaza Strip, 

241, Israeli treatment of, 245; 
Khrushchev supports their right of 
self-determination, 279, lsiael icfuses 
to repati idte, 442. 441, 447, 528; 
political and militaiy organization of, 
447-8, 450-53, 'Palestine entity’ 

pioposal toi, 448, 450; mentioned, 

83, 92. 437 446 

Pa lestirmi n 1 es/stancc mo \ t mem , develop- 
ment of, 450-53, 454, expansion of 
gucnilla operations of, 516-17, 525, 

542, organization and stiength of, 

M9 20, umI wai between Jordan 
armv and, 546, and cease- lire agree- 
ment, 546 7, denounces Nixon's peace 
plan, 548. mentioned, 541; see also 
Al I atah, PI A, PI O. PF 1 P 
Paris I asl-’West summit meeting (1960), 

304, 307, 314 

Paiti PopulJiie Sviicn (PPS), 269 
Pearson, I ester, 2 l >2 
Pentagon (USA), 488, 490 
People's Party (S\na)264 341 
People's Socialist Party (Aden: PSP), 

184, 424 

Peics, Shimon, 160 61 215. 463 
Persia sec Iran 

Persian tmlf 94. 288. 384, 390, 391 , 395, 

402, 412. 420, 42\, 422-3, 452, 522, 
549, 572 

Pharaohs, 10. 11, 16, 580 
Philosophy of the Revolution , The 
(Nasser), 41, 67, 82, 85-6, 112, 141, 
142, 182, 307, 364,397 
Pineau, Christian. 182,203, 206,207,212, 
217, 219, 220, 222 

Podgi.niy, President (ol USSR), 512 
Popular Charter of National Action set 
National Chaiter 

Popular Front for the Liberation of 
Palestine (PFLP), 452, 519, 549-50, 
551 

Popular Resistance Forces (Iraq), 296 
Populai Resistance Militia (Fgypt), 503 
Poit Fuad (on Suez Canal), 234, 236, 503 
Port Said, Canal control romt at, 194; 
Suez operation and, 216, 223, 234-5, 
236; Lgyptian army reoccupy, 239; 
wai casualties in, 246; Soviet warships 
ofl, 512, sinking of Lilat off, 516; 
mentioned, 296, 503 
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Port Tewfik, Suez Canal control point at, 
194 

Portugal, 308, 320 

Presidential Council (Egypt), 360, 361, 
363 

Qadhafy, Col Muammar al, 319 
Qalqilya, Israeli raid on, 218-19 
Al Quds (Jordan newspaper), 466 
Qusseima (Sinai), 225, 227, 231 

Rabat, Arab summit meeting at (1967), 
318; Islamic summit meeting at (1969), 
538, 540 

Rabm, Gen., 467, 468 
Radwan, Abbas, 514 
Radwan, Fdthi, 34 

Rafah (Gaza Strip), 82, 225, 231, 232, 
474, 495, 496, 500 
Rafi group (Imael), 463 
Rally of the French People (RPF), 121 
Raouf, Abdul Moneini Abdul, 90 
Ras el Tin Palace, Alexandria, 107, 108 
Ras el Tin secondary school, Alexandria, 
30 

Rashad, Dr Youssef, 99 
Rashid Alt, 58 
‘Red Sea Regatta’, 485 
Regency Council (Egypt), til, 113, 114, 
119 

Resurrection (cl Hakim), 32-3 
Revisionist Party (Zionist group in 
Palestine), 60 

Revolt on the Nile (es-Sadat), 66 
Revolutionary Command Council (R CC: 
executive committee of Free Officers), 
90, 111, 113, 121-8 passim, 137, 184, 
186, 239 

‘Revolutionary Committee* (of Egyptian 
Army officers), 52 

Re\olutionary Council (Yemen), 388 
Re/a Shah (ot Persia), 17, 48 
Riad, Mahmoud, 464, 478, 547 
Richards, James P., 259 
Rikhye, Maj.-Gen., 474, 475, 476 
Robertson, Gen. Sir Brian (latei Lord), 
132, 133-4 

Robertson, Sir James, 130 
Rogers William, 526, 547 
Rommel, Gen. 52, 53 p 57 
Rouleau, Eric, 507 
Russell Pasha, 38 

Russia, Czarist, 14, 43, 48; see also 
Soviet Union 

as-Saadi, All Salih, 408 
Sabry Ali, 105, 207, 363, 364, 371, 406-7, 
458, 533, 535, 538, 556. 557 
es-Sadat, Anwar, as fellow army officer 
of Nasser at militaiy college, 39, 40; 


and at Mankabad, 48-9; his account of 
Nasser’s secret army movement, 51-2, 
57-8, 61, 66; becomes member of 
RCC, 90; left out of Nasser’s 1957 
cabinet, 186; appointed Secretary- 
General of National Union, 323; 
visits Yemen 393, 399; appointed 
Nasser’s deputy, 534-5, 557 ; announces 
death of Nasser, 556; elected new 
President of Egypt, 558; mentioned, 
61, 98, 99, 101, 106, 107, 114, 386, 468, 
556 

Sadek, Gen. Fuad, 104 
Said, Ahmed, 503 

Al Saiqa (‘Thunderbolt*; Palestine 
guerrilla organization), 452 
Saladin, 12. 15, 277-8, 296, 382, 441 
Salah ed-dm, Mohammed, 91 
Salem, Gamal, 39, 90, 105, 107, 114, 125, 
136, 186 

Salem, Salah, 39, 90, 99, 105, 113, 114, 
125, 132, 147, 150, 172 
Sallal, President Abdullah (of Yemen), 
383, 386, 387. 388, 397, 407. 413, 414, 
415-16, 419, 426-7, 429 
Sammu (Jordan), Nfaeh raid on, 463-4 
Sanaa (capital of Yemen Republic), 380, 
382, 383, 388-9, 393, 398, 413-14, 416, 
427, 428, 429 -30 
Sandys, Duncan, 395 
Sarraj, Col Abdul Hamid 261. 272, 322, 
337-9 

Saud, King (of Saudi Arabia), supports 
Eisenhower Doctrine, 258-9; alleged 
bribe for Nasser’s assassination offered 
by, 261-2, Syria and, 267, 272; hands 
over government power to Feisal, 280; 
Nasser’s propaganda against, 348; 
support for Imam of Yemen by, 383, 
392; attends Cairo summit, 413; 
deposed by Feisal, 413; mentioned. 
178, 218, 268, 410 

Saudi Arabia, opposition to Hashemites 
of, 76, 88. 178, 217, 218; blockade of 
Gulf of Aqaba and, 165-6; bans oil 
shipments to Britain and France, 231; 
supports Eisenhower Doctrine. 258-9; 
alleged bribery of, 261-2, Syrian crisis 
and, 267, 268, 269; Feisal becomes 
prime minister of, 280: conflict over 
Yemen between Nasser and, 305, 371, 
378, 384, 385, 419-23, 461, 464; and 
support for Yemeni royalists by, 380, 
383, 389, 392-3, 394 398, 399, 414, 416; 
Jeddah cease-fire agreement between 
Nasser and, 419; British arms deal 
with. 420-21. 458; calls for Islamic 
conference, 421-2, 458; signs Khar- 
toum peace treaty (1967), 428-9 430; 
military support to Egypt in Six-Day 



War by, 498; and financial aid to 
Egypt and Jordan from, 523-4, 530, 
539, 568; arranges Rabat Islamic 
summit meeting, 539-40; alleged plot 
to overthrow monarchy m, 540; men- 
tioned, 48, 73, 233, 256, 259, 272, 287, 
288, 362, 449, 461, 522, 578 
Scheel, Dr, 406 

Second World War, 16, 63, 50-61 passim, 
70, 156, 268 

Security Council sec United Nations 
Serag ed-din, Fuad (Secretary-Gen. of 
WaPd), 90. 98, 100, 101, 103, 114, 118, 
119, 120, 346 

Shaabists see People’s Party (Syria) 
esh-Shafei, Vice-President Hussein, 39, 
125. 477, 513, 514, 534. 556. 557 
Sharif, Sami, 543 

Shaiett, Moshe, 154, 156, 164-5, 166, 176, 
216 

Sharia (Islamic Law), 187, 577 
Sharm esh-Sheikh (Sinai), Fgvptian 
garrison at. 225; Israel attacks and 
occupies (1956), 226, 231, 233, 234. 
236; UNEF takes over from Israeli 
tioops in, 240, 241, 242, 244, Egypt 
demands withdrawal of UNFF fiom 
and occupies (1967j, 473. 474, 475-7, 
479; and Six-Day War m, 496; Israel 
captures, 502; Rogers plan for peace 
settlement and, 526; Egypt ready to ac- 
cept U N supervision of, 527 , and Israeli 
intentions to retain control of, 528, 568 
Shnwwaf, Col, 296 
Shepilov, Dmitri, 1 o4, 189 
Shenn, Col Ismail, 103 
Shia Muslims (m Iraq), 293 
Shi’ite Muslims (in Yemen), 382 
Slnshakli. Adib (military dictator of 
Syria), 135. 339 

Sidky Pasha, Ismail, 31, 33, 35, 69, 72, 94 
esh-Shuqciri, Ahmed, 448, 450, 480, 
486 

Sinai peninsula. Free Officers’ coup in, 
105; final Israeli plans for attack on, 
216, 222-3; and Egyptian military 
strength in, 225; Egypt asks UNEF to 
withdraw from and occupies (1967), 
471-2 and n. t 474-7, 481, 482, 483; 
Six-Day War in, 494, 495-7, 500- 
503; and Israel occupies, 510, 568; 
Nasser’s ‘war of attrition' on, 517, 
545; Israeli territorial aims in, 528-9; 
Egypt loses oilfields in, 530; men- 
tioned, 82, 87, 98, 209 
Sinai War (October 1956), outbreak and 
progress of, 226-4, 231-4, 236; French 
naval and aerial support for Israel in, 
232; UN calls for cease-fire in, 232, 
233 , 234 ; Israel completes conquest 
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and accepts cease-fire, 236; UNEF 
moves in. 240, 441 , gradual withdrawa 
of Israeli troops from. 240-44; Egypt- 
ian casualties in, 246; mentioned, 452; 
see a/\o Israel 

Sirry Pasha, Hussein, 54, 90, 103 
Sisco, Joseph, 546 

Six-Day War (5-1 1 June 1967), c^ses of, 
430, 435, 436, 437, 441, 465, crisis 
leading up to, 465. 466-92; outbreak 
and pi ogress of, 493-503: reaction to 
Arab defeat in, 503 6; and Nasser’s 
ofler t" resign, 506 9 political and 
physical changes m Middle hast as 
result of, 510, and effect on Arab 
morale, 511; Israeli casualties in, 520; 
mentioned, 253, 356, 358 1*9 427. 
428. 530, 544, 560, 561, 53 , *,■ also 
Israel 

Socialist Par tv (Aden), 384 
Socialist Paity (Egypt), 102 
Socialist Part) (Syria), 2fl9 
Society of Free Officers sec Free Officers 
Somalia, 308, 309 
South Afnca, 108. 311 
South Arabia, victory of NLF in, 356-7; 
British policy in 420-21. Egypt’s 
support for nationalists in, 42^-4; 
British wilhdiawul from 422, 425. 428, 
430, success of ANM in, 452; men- 
tioned, 8. 356, 420, see also Aden; 
South Arabian Federation 
South Arabian Federation 183, 184, 190, 
395, 199, 400. 420 21, 422, 428, 

411 : see also Aden 
South Arabian League. 334 
South-East Asia l;ea*y Organization 
(STATO), 141, 319 

So\iet Union, Western rtgional defence 
against 91, 94, 140, 143, 146; left-wing 
support m Syria lot, 1 »J, 178, aims 
sales Lo Fgvpt by, ’158 62, 168 177, 
1S9. 5h2; Jews in. 164, offer to finance 
High Dam project of, 172, 171, 296, 
299 300, 307; supports UN peace 
commission in Middle East 183, 189, 
191, S»irz crisis and, 230, 2)5, 237, 
Eisenhower Doctrine opposes Middle 
East pi esc nee of. 254—7, 258; Jordan 
crisis and (1957), 259, 2(>0, 261; Syria 
and, 264, 266. 267, proposes Four- 
Power declaration, 267; reaction >to 
creation of UAR of, 278-9; and 
Lebanese civil war, 283, 288, 289; 
ideological quarrel between U A R and, 
289 293, 295-9; split between China 
and, 303, 407, 459; cold war bet- 
ween USA and, 303-4, 307, 426, 
Nasser's policy ol non-alignment and, 
306, 307, 318; represented m Afro- 
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Asian Solidarity Movement, 310—1 1 ; 
Congo crisis and, 312-13; 'troika* 
plan of, 312; resumption of nuclear 
testing by, 319, 320; aid to Egypt from, 
371, 382, 413, 425-6, 460-61, 512, 
515-16 and n., 521, 531; Yemen and, 
383, 391, 428; supports new Marxist 
regime in Syria, 460-61, 462; Arab- 
Israeli conflict and, 462, 465, 467, 468, 
469, 482, 483-4, 490, 499, 500; seeks 
peaceful solution in Middle Fast, 
521-2; takes part in Big Four talk$, 
526; Egypt's dependence on, 544; 
568-71 ; increasing military presence in 
Egypt of, 545, 547; Nixon's new peace 
initiative and, 547-9; diplomatic inter- 
vention in Jordan civil war by, 553; 
mentioned, 9, 58, 65, 68, 69. 70, 198, 
252, 272, 287, 300, 303, 352, 354, 357, 
435, 436, 439, 523, 564 
Stack, Sir Lee, 66 
Stalin, Joseph, 94, 131, 141, 183 
Stanleyville (Congo), Gizcnga govern- 
ment of, 316, 418, 456 
Stansgate, Lord, 71 

Stern Group (Zionist terrorists in 
Palestine), 60, 74 

Stevenson, Sit Ralph, 101, 132, 134 and 
n„ 138, 150, 151, 157, 159 
Stone, Gen R. G W., 54 
Straits of Tiran, legal status of, 165-6, 
473n; Israeli-Egyptian conflict (1956) 
ovei, 216, 233, 240, 241; Nasser 
blockades (1967), 474, 478 479, 480, 
483, 500; USA canvasses support for 
international ‘Red Sea Regatta' for, 
484-5; USA and Britain seek com- 
promise solution over, 488-9; Egypt 
ready to accept UN supervision of, 
527; and Israel insists on free passage 
of her ships through, 528 
Sudan, Anglo- Egyptian condominium 
over, 36, 47; Nasser posted lo, 49-50, 
58, 138; Anglo-Egyptian dispute over 
sovereignty of, 65, 68 -9, 72. 73, 91, 94, 
95, 96, 109, 309; and settlement, 110, 
129-31; declaration of independence 
by, 171-2; military regime of Gen. 
Abhoud in, 309; Nile waters dispute 
between Egypt and, 170. 17J, 309; 
Congo crisis and, 316, 418, military 
support for Egypt in Six-Day War 
from, 498; attends mini-summit in 
Cairo, 540; pro-Nasser army officers' 
revolution m, 540; mentioned, 27, 42, 
308, 311,313, 318, 414, 417 
Sudanese Defence Foice, 50 
Suez, 105, 236, 516, 531, 571 
Suez Cana], Egyptian blockade of Israeli 
ships through, 152, 153, 163, 164, 190, 


200-201, 442; Anglo-French operation 
in, 222-39; UN re-opens after war, 
237, 238, 244; negotiations over 
operation of, 244-5; foreign exchange 
earnings from, 370; Egyptian line of 
defence along, 495, 502-3, 516; Israeli 
forces occupy eastern bank of, 502; 
and remain there after 1967 war, 510, 
516, 568; commando raids by Israelis 
and Egyptians across, 516, 545; Soviet 
Union seeks re-opening of, 521 ; loss of 
revenue to Egypt from closure of, 524; 
Israel demands freedom of pasage 
through, 528; mentioned, 27, 36, 47; 
see also Suez Canal Company; Suez 
Canal operation 

Sue/ Canal Company, nationalization of, 
192-7, 325, 370, 562, 567; revenues 
from 192, 208, 213; foreign reaction to 
nationalization of, 198-9, 203-5; and 
legality of, 199-201 ; Britain and France 
seek internationalization of, 201-2; 
and Eden plans to take over by force, 
205-6; London conference on, 206 h- 7; 
successful operation under Egyptian 
control of, 208-9, 215; Nasser rejects 
Eighteen-Power Declaration on, 209- 
13; and SCUA plan for, 213-15; UN 
‘Six Principles’ for, 220-21; com- 
pensation settlAient for, 244-5, 304 

Suez Canal- Users Association (SCUA), 
213-15, 220 

Sue/ Canal operation (by Britain and 
France- 1956), final preparations for, 
222-3 ; Franco-British ultimatum, 228- 
9, British air attacks begin, 229-30, 
and international reaction, 231; UN 
efforts to prevent, 232, 233; British and 
French landings, 234-6; British accept 
U N cease-fire, 236; and fighting stops, 
237; withdrawal of Anglo-French 
troops, 237, 238-9 

Suez Canal Zone, British military base m, 
64, 72, 73, 88, 91, 144, 200, 564, 568; 
failure of Anglo-British talks on, 93-6; 
and Egypt abrogates 1936 Treaty on, 

96- 7; British forces seize control of, 

97- 8; Free Officers' coup and, 105; 

Nasser’s problems of evacuating 
British from, 109; 1954 Anglo- 

Egyptian settlement on, 110, 129, 
131-5, 147; Nasser moves extra troops 
into, 209, 225 ; Anglo-French plan to re- 
occupy (1956), 223; and ultimatum to 
Egypt, 228; establishment of UNEF 
in, 238, 239 

Suharto, Gen. (of Indonesia), 459 

Sukarno, President Ahmed (of Indonesia), 
9, 303, 314, 459 

Suleiman, Sidky, 371, 426, 467 



Sulzberger, C. L., 299 

Sunni Muslims, in Iraq, 293; in Yemen, 
382 

Syria, French troops withdraw from, 70, 
96; and Abdullah’s * Greater Syria* 
plan, 76; Shishaki's dictatorship over- 
thrown in (1954), 135, 137; pro- 
Egyptian coalition government comes 
to power in (1955), 151 ; Israeli attack 
on army positions in, 176-7; political 
divisions within, 178; Sinai War and, 
227, 231, 233; relations between 

Soviets and, 257; Jordan and, 259. 261 , 
262; East-West crisis over, 263-8,272; 
political structure of, 268-70; Baath v. 
Nassensm in, 270, 271; favours union 
with Egypt, 271-5; and proclamation 
oflJAR (1958), 275-6; member of 
VAR ( 1958-61 ), 277-343: threatened 
invasion by Iraq of, 295, Na&str 
attacks and arrests Communists in, 
296, 297, 298-9, 304; economic and 
political contradictions in, 321-2, and 
five-year plans, 328, 335; ‘Social 
Revolution* in, 330-31; and political 
organization, 332-3; position of Baath 
in, 333 -4; and economic achievements, 
335; and difficulties, 335-6, growing 
tension between Sanaj and Baath in, 
337-9; army officers’ coup leads to 
secession from UAR of (1961), 339- 
43, 344, 345, 358, from !9hl onward v 
{after secession), conflict between 
Egypt and, 378-80, 407-8, 411; talks 
on federal union between Egypt, Iraq 
and, 399-400, 402-5, 572; three-sided 
struggle for power within, 407, Gen. 
Hafiz takes over government of, 407 - 8 ; 
Baath agree on federation between 
Iraq and, 408; Jordan waters crisis 
and 409, 410, 443-5; border incidents 
in demilitarized zone between Israel 
and, 441 , 442, 445, 466; and Palestinian 
refugees, 447-8; aggressive policy over 
Palestine of, 449, 453-4; and opposes 
Nasser at Cairo conference, 450; 
support for Palestinian resistance by, 
451-2; A1 Fatah and, 453; nco- 
Marxist Baath take over government 
m (1966), 459-60; Soviet aid to, 460- 
61, 462; increasing border tension 
between Isiael and, 461-2; public 
commitment to A1 Fatah of, 462; and 
defence alliance between Egypt and, 
462, 463; Israeli raid on Sammu 
and, 463; border* battle* between 
Israel and, 466; agrees to joint mil itaiy 
action with Egypt, 466-7; alleged 
Israeli threat of attack on, 467-71 , 473 
479: and readiness to fighi oi, 480; 
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lack of military coordination between 
Jordan, E 8 ypi and, 48l 48fl . lolc m 
Six-Day War of (1907), 490, 498. 499, 
503, 506; rejects political compromise 
at U N peace talks, 521; and ‘war of 
attrition’, 519. 521; attends mini- 
summit in Cairo, 540; denounces 
Nixon’s Middle Last peace plan, 548 
token intervention in Jordan civil war 
by, 553, mentioned, 16, 51 59, 75, 141, 
164, 108. 188, 217, 218, 253, 256, 258, 

262, 356. 390, 518, 520; see also 
United Arab Republic 

Taba'a a / /stihdad [Charm tens' it s of 
Tyranny cl Kawakihi), 32 
Tagir, i iaiiQois, 34o 
Taha Bey, Brigadier, 80, 81 
Tai/ O emen), 398, 428 
T dl. Was*- al, 464 
T.ilal, Prince (of Saudi Arabi ' 3*0 
Talbot (US Under-Scet alary of State), 

457 

Tawafik, Israeli raid on, 446 
1 ompler, Gen. Sir Gerald, 174, 176 
Tl> abet, Karim, 90. 1?0 
Thomson, Geoigc, 420 
Tito (Josip Broz), 7, J38, 193, 2 88, 303, 
314, 320, 354, 406, 459 
Tour£, President Sekou (of Guinea), 313 
Transiordan, Hi, 47,76,80,87, 88, 92, see 
also Jordan 

‘Treaty of Sevres’ (between Britain, 
1-rancc and Israel), 223 
Trevelyan, Sir Humphrey, 159, IbO. 171, 
175, 180, 188, 229 
Trial and / rrt r (Wcizminn), 86 
Tripoli (Libya), 519, 546 
Tnpolitama, 52 
Truman, President ITarrv 152 
Tshomhe, Piesident Moise (of Congo), 
417-18 

Tunisia, 301 2, 308, 311. 312, 320. 378, 
412, 454-5, 51K 

Turco-Pakistan Pact (1954), 146 148 
Tui key, Young Iuiks seize control of, 
14, Kcmdlism in, 17, 30, 578; political 
i ole of army in, 41 , US interests in, 73, 
522; Middle Last defence and, 9b, 132, 
134* 1 47, 150; signs treaty with 

Pakistan (1954), 146, 148; and Bagh- 
dad Pact (1955). 151, 258; Fast-West 
crisis over Syria and, 265, 266, 267; 
occupation of Yemen by (1849 -1918), 
382, Cyprus war and, 409; friendly 
relations between Israel and, 446, 539; 
Ataturk's modernization of, 577-8; 
mentioned, 13, 48, 64 69, 70, 173, 178, 

263, 268, 269, 271, 272, 278, 390, 402, 
406, 539, 575 
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Ulbricht, Walter, 455, 456 

Umm el Qura ( Mother of Villages: el 
Kawakibi), 32 

United Arab Republic (UAR), union of 
Egypt and Syria proclaimed (1958), 
275-6; and difficulties inherent in, 
277-8; Russian reaction to, 278-9; and 
USA, 279, 280, 384; Iraq-Jordan 
federation opposes, 280; and Yemen 
joins, 280, 384; Lebanese crisis and, 
281-5, 288-9; military aid and pact 
between Iraq and, 289-90, art$ 
Kassim-Nasscr feud, 293, 296-7, 300* 
attack on Communists and Russia by, 
293, 295-9, 301, 304; Russia agrees to 
finance High Dam in, 296, 299-300; 
Arab friends and toes of, 301-2; 
financial settlement of consequences 
of Suez in, 304; and US aid to, 304-5; 
causes of tension between West and, 
305, and non-alignment of, 306-7; 
African policy of, 307-11 318-19, and 
intervention in Congo crisis of, 311- 
12; rejects Soviet ‘troika’ plan lor 
UN, 312; USA seeks fiicndship of, 
315; warns Israel against obtaining 
nucleai arms, 316-17; political and 
economic organization of, 320 23, 
311 3, and economic and social 
revolution in, 324- 31, breach between 
Nasser and Syrian Baath in, 333 4, 
337, Fgyptian public's attitude to 
Syria in, 334 5; economic achieve- 
ments and setbacks in fust year of, 
335 7; changes m administrative and 
economic structure of, 337-8, Syrian 
secession from (1961), 339 43, 344, 
573; Nasser announces Egypt will 
continue with name, flag and anthem 
of, 342, launching of socialization 
progiamme in, 344-6* and reorganiza- 
tion of politiLal system, 346 8, attacks 
Arab reactionaries ahioad 348-9. 
National Charter of, .349- S5, identi- 
fication with Arab revolutionary 
movements of, 156-7; and economic 
non-alignment of, 357; 1 M F loan to, 
358; and US sui plus food aid, 358, 
370, 458, 46J ; anny crisis in. 358-62, 
394; promulgation of ASU and new 
National Assembly in, 362-3, talks on 
federation between Svria, Iraq and, 
362, 399-400, 401-5, 572; state of the 
socialist economy in, 364-71; and 
political opposition within, 372-3; 
role of ASU in, 373-5; and education, 
375-7; support for Algerian revolution 
by, 378; crisis m Arab League between 
Syria and, 379 -80; and support for 
Yemeni rebels, 380-81, 385, 389; 


historical links between Yemen and, 
382; military intervention in Yemen 
by, 390, 391, 392, 393-4, 399, 400, 401, 
410, 414, 415, 420, 422, 428; offers 
Britain deal in South Arabia, 395, 412; 
West German loan to, 406; conflict 
between Baath and, 407-9, 411; and 
Jordan waters dispute, 409-10, 412, 
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and Soviet long-term loan, 413; takes 
part in Yemen peace talks, 413-17, 
419-20; Alexandria summit conference 
in, 414, 451; cost of Yemen war to, 

416- 17 and n., 430; Congo crisis and, 

417- 19; anxiety over British Aiabian 
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on Samniu and, 463. 464; alarmed by 
reports of Israeli war preparations, 
467-71; moves troop reinforcements 
into Sinai, 471, 473, 477; and demands 
withdrawal of UNEF, 471-2 and n., 
474-7, 479, blockade of Gulf of Aqaba 
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546, Nixon’s peace ini it itive and, 
547 -9; condemns hijacking ol an liners 
by P FI P, 550; and ambivalent attitude 
to civil war in Joidan of 55 1 .3, 
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Phantom lighters to Israel, 545; and 
Nixon peace plan of, 547- 9; mentioned, 
9. 14, 44, 58, 69, 73, 92, 96, 151, 156, 
192, 195, 224, 252, 257, 300, 305, 320, 
357, 426, 436, 446, 465, 466, 471, 477, 
480, 481, 489, 490, 544, 552 and n., 
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